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ABSTRACT
THE SILENT LANGUAGE: THE EFFECTS OF NONVERBAL CUES ON
PERCEPTIONS OF BRAND IN ONLINE AND OFFLINE CONTEXTS
MAY 2017
FATIMA MAHMOOD HAJJAT, B.A. JORDAN UNIVERSITY OF SCIENCE AND
TECHNOLOGY
MBA. TEXAS TECHNICAL UNIVERSITY
Ph.D. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS, AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Elizabeth G. Miller

Nonverbal cues are an essential part of message creation and interpretation, and
are central to many socially meaningful outcomes in interactions in all different types of
relationships. Most importantly, nonverbal communication can affect the establishment,
maintenance and dissolution of relationships. The main purpose of this dissertation is to
examine the effects of nonverbal cues on consumer-brand interactions in both face-toface communications (FTFC) and computer-mediated communications (CMC).
The first essay is dedicated to understanding how the employees’ speech rate
affects impressions of the employee and the brand associated with the employee. In
general, research has recognized the importance of frontline employees in forming
impressions of brand personalities. Although research shows that individuals rely on their
sensory experiences to form feelings and thoughts about a brand, little research has
investigated the effects of the employees’ nonverbal cues, such as speech rate, on
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perceptions of brands. We focus our attention on speech rate because of its important role
in forming attitudes towards the speaker (i.e., employee).
We expand on the brand literature by investigating the effects of speech rate on
perceptions of the employee’s and brand’s personality. We expand the notion of branded
service encounters to include the nonverbal characteristics of the frontline employee and
take it beyond the employee’s behavior to include speech rate, a nonverbal cue. Finally,
we also expand the literature on brand personality to show a potential process of how
brand personality is created in the minds of the consumers. Across four experiments, we
find that speech rate affects customers’ perceptions such that employees are perceived
more positively when the employee speaks with a fast or normal rate compared to when
the employee speaks at a slower rate. These perceptions of the employee personality then
“spill over” to affect customers’ perceptions of the brand.
In essays 2 and 3, we shift our attention to examining consumer-brand
communications in CMC where the lack of nonverbal cues can create impersonal and
cold interactions. The purpose of these two essays is to examine ways to mitigate the
absence of nonverbal cues and provide ways to understand consumers’ perceptions of
brands on CMC. For both essays, we bring in social information processing theory and
social response theory as a basis to explain how technology, which includes social media
and live chats, can be seen as social agents, which could be very similar to employees
representing the brand. Essay 2 examines the effects of emoji in perceptions of the
brands’ trust and sincerity. Across two studies we show that the responses to emoji usage
differ depending on relationship type. We show that in communal relationship, the use of
emoji increased perceptions of brand trust and sincerity, however, in exchange
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relationships, the use of emoji decreased perceptions of brand trust and sincerity. These
results seem to be driven by the presence and violation of relationship norms. For
example, exchange relationships are governed by formal, quid-pro-quo norms with no
expectations of emotional display; therefore, any display of emotion via emoji is seen as
a violation of the exchange relationship norms resulting in decrease perceptions of brand
trust and sincerity. Our research also suggests that responses to emoji may also vary
depending on the specific emoji used; however, emotional content does not seem to have
a linear relationship with perceptions of brand trust and sincerity.
Essay 3 examines the effects of online mimicry on consumer-brand relationships.
Across three studies, we show that mimicry is only effective in positive service
interactions, whereas, those effects are mitigated in negative service interactions. We also
show that the effects of mimicry depend on mimicry type. Mimicry of emoji increase
perceptions of trust, satisfaction and rapport, while mimicry of punctuation decrease
perceptions of trust, satisfaction and rapport. The opposite effect of punctuation mimicry
is explained by the perceptions of rudeness (i.e., flaming). People perceived punctuation
mimicry to be a sign of rudeness, therefore, having an inverse attitude towards it.
The findings from essays 2 and 3 improve marketers’ understanding of consumerbrand interactions online. Essay 2 expands on markets understanding of emoji as a
vehicle of communication. We also expand the literature on consumer-brand relationship
formation through trust and sincerity perceptions. We also give marketers basic
understanding of when and how to use emoji in their online communications. Essay 3
expands the literature on mimicry by showing the effects of online mimicry in building
consumer-brand relationships through trust, satisfaction and rapport. We also expand the
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mimicry literature by showing that the effects of mimicry depend on context and mimicry
type, and we provide a possible explanation to why different types of mimicry produce
different reactions. Finally, essays 2 and 3 look into establishing online brand trust. The
process of creating trust, which is essential in consumer-brand long-term relationships,
hasn’t been given the attention that it needs. We investigate two behaviors that might
affect perceived trust in online consumer-brand relationships, namely the use of emoji as
a substitution for nonverbal cues (essay two), and mimicry of nonverbal cues, such as
emoji, and punctuation marks (essay three).
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
“What we learn only through the ears makes less impression upon our minds than what is
presented to the trustworthy eye.”
–Horace
“As the tongue speaketh to the ear, so the gesture speaketh to the eye.”
– Francis Bacon (1601/2001, Book II, IX, p.2)
1.1 Introduction

Nonverbal cues are an essential part of message creation and interpretation
(Burgoon 1994). Indeed, Mahrabian (1971) argues the contribution of the purely
linguistic elements to our actual face-to-face communications (FTFC) is only about 7%,
while non-verbal information accounts for about 55% and prosodic features, which can
be defined as the stress and intonation patterns of utterances, comprise 38% of the whole
contents. Research also shows that when nonverbal and verbal cues are incongruent,
people usually place higher weight on the former (Argyle et al. 1970; Burgoon 1994). In
fact, nonverbal cues have been found to be six times more important than verbal cues
(Argyle, Alkema and Gilmour 1971). Even in communications where the verbal content
accounts for most of the meaning acquisition, such as persuasion attempts and
information transmission, nonverbal cues still contribute significantly to the outcomes of
those interactions (van Swol 2003).
Nonverbal communication is central to many socially meaningful outcomes in
communication interactions in all different types of relationships (Giles and Le Poire
2006). Research has shown that nonverbal cues can affect deception detection (e.g.,
Forrest and Feldman 2000; Vrij 2006), conflict management (e.g., Beaumont and Wagner
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2004), information transmission (e.g., Frick-Horbury 2002) and interactional
management (e.g., Jones et al. 1999; Cappella and Schreiber 2006). Most importantly,
nonverbal communication can affect the establishment, maintenance and dissolution of
relationships (Gottman, Markman and Notarius 1977; Noller 1984; Nowicki and Duke
2001). In close relationships, nonverbal cues perform two major functions: the expression
of emotions and the display of relational messages (Manusov 2002). Particularly,
nonverbal cues “[signal] how participants regard each other, their relationship, and
themselves in the relationship” (Burgoon and Dillman 1995, p. 63).
The importance of nonverbal cues is especially evident in environments where
they lack such as computer-mediated communications (CMC). Many have argued that
the absence of nonverbal cues has caused CMC to become an impersonal, cold medium
of communication (Rice and Love 1987; Culnan and Markus 1987; Sproull and Kiesler
1986). Social presence theory (Short, Williams and Christie 1976), cues-filtered-out
theory (Culnan and Markus 1987), and the “lack of social context cues” hypothesis
(Kiesler 1987, Kiesler, Siegel and McGuire 1984; Sproull and Kiesler 1986) all contend
that nonverbal cues in FTFC establish social context in interactions, and without the
social context cues, individuals are deindividuated and therefore behave aberrantly.
However, given the importance of nonverbal cues in reducing uncertainty, people have
learned to adapt to the lack of nonverbal cues in CMC by utilizing whatever
communication cues are available to form impressions and develop relationships
(Walther 2008; Walther, Anderson and Park 1994; Walther and Burgoon 1992; Walther
et al. 2005), such as emoticons, length, and frequency of communication. In other words,
these communication cues are used to substitute for the functions of nonverbal cues in
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FTFC communications. These adapted cues can be stylistic and/or contextual (for a
review, see Walther and Parks 2002), and allow individuals to exchange social
information and develop relationships similar to those in FTFC (Walther & Burgoon,
1992; Walther, 1996).
Why are nonverbal cues important to marketers? As brands begin to take on
human characteristics (Aaker 1997), they are subjected to the same social norms as
humans. Research on consumer-brand relationships (e.g., Aggarwal 2004; Aggarwal and
Law 2005; Aggarwal and Zhang 2006; Esch, Langer, Schmitt and Geus 2006; Foo,
Douglas and Jack 2008; Fournier 1998; Johnson and Grimm 2010; Mathwick 2002)
suggests that consumers employ interpersonal relationship norms when interacting with
brands and the level of adherence to those norms will affect consumers’ brand
evaluations (Li and Li 2014). Therefore, as consumers get to know and interact with
brands, they rely heavily on the information provided by the visible cues, such as
nonverbal cues, that brands display to minimize uncertainty, according to uncertainty
reduction theory (Berger and Calabrese 1975; Clatterbuck 1979; Infante, Rancer, and
Womack 1997).
In consumer-brand FTFC, many of these cues come to be associated with the
brand’s employees as they are considered the brand’s representatives. Research shows
that employees affect brand personality perceptions (Aaker 1997; Berry 2000; Wentzel
2009), and perceptions of trustworthiness (e.g., Wood, Boles and Babin 2008). Since
individuals rely heavily on nonverbal cues to form impressions of humans in general
(Argyle, Alkema and Gilmour 1971; Argyle et al. 1970; Burgoon 1994), it is important to
understand how these impressions affect perceptions of the brand itself. Even in CMC
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environments where conventional nonverbal cues lack, it is important to understand how
technology (i.e., social media, mobile phone, computers, etc.) can work as social agents
that are representative of the brand. It is also important to understand how brands can
overcome the obstacle made by the absence of nonverbal cues by providing stylistic cues
that would substitute for the function of nonverbal cues in FTFC.

1.2 Intended Contribution

The main purpose of this dissertation is to understand the effects of nonverbal
cues on impressions of the brand in both FTFC and CMC environments. Although
nonverbal cues are shown to be very important in interpersonal exchanges (Argyle,
Alkema and Gilmour 1971; Argyle et al. 1970; Burgoon 1994), very little research in
marketing has focused on the effects of nonverbal cues on brands (Naylor 2007) and even
less research has focused on those effects in CMC environments.
The first essay is dedicated to understanding how the employees’ speech rate
affects impressions of the employee and the brand associated with the employee. In
general, research has recognized the importance of frontline employees in forming
impressions of brand personalities (Aaker 1997; Berry 2000; Sirianni et al. 2013).
Although research shows that individuals rely on their sensory experiences to form
feelings and thoughts about a brand (Hultén 2011; 2012), little research has investigated
the effects of the employees’ nonverbal cues, such as speech rate, on perceptions of
brands (Sirianni et al. 2013). We focus our attention on speech rate because of its
important role in forming attitudes towards the speaker (i.e., employee; Miller et al. 1976;
Mehrabian 1972; Smith and Shaffer 1995). We expand on the brand literature by
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investigating the effects of speech rate on perceptions of the employee’s and brand’s
personalities. We expand the notion of branded service encounters (Sirianni et al. 2013)
to include the nonverbal characteristics of the frontline employee and take it beyond the
employee’s behavior to include speech rate, a nonverbal cue. Additionally, we answer a
call by Dahl (2010) that requests research involving the connection between voice
characteristics and the spokesman’s personality. Additionally, he calls for research that
connects voice characteristics, audience perceptions, and the formation of brand
impressions.
In this first essay, we also expand the literature on brand personality to show a
potential process of how brand personality is created in the minds of the consumers. We
show that in service encounters, consumers associate the aspect of the frontline employee
with the personality of the brand the employee represents. Hence, if consumers perceive
an employee to be competent, for example, consumers will also perceive the brand that
the employee represents to be competent as well. We examine the effects of employee
speech rate on personality perceptions. Across four studies we show that participants
generally prefer frontline employees who speak in a fast or normal speech rate to those
who speak in a slow speech rate, and associate positive personality traits with them. Also,
mediation tests show a spillover effect between the perceptions of the frontline
employee’s personality and the formation of the brand personality. Therefore, we
empirically show that perceived personality of the frontline employee “spills over” to
create the perceived personality of the brand. This spillover links only certain employee
characteristics to certain brand characteristics. For example, studies 1A, 1B and 2, all
show that the perception of the employee’s competence and sincerity affect the
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perception of the brand’s competence and sincerity. However, the perception of the
brand’s sophistication is only affected by the perception of the employee’s sophistication.
Study 3 shows that only agreeableness and conscientiousness are strongly linked to
dimensions of brand personality. This is particularly important as organizations strive to
communicate company-based brand image.
In essays 2 and 3, we shift to examining consumer-brand communications in
CMC. Brands are increasingly moving to online platforms for communication with 80%
of businesses having Facebook pages, 82% active on Twitter, 60% engaging on
YouTube, and 33% having a Google+ profile (Yesmail 2015). However, little is known
about these CMC communications and how brands can improve their use of them.
Additionally, consumers are moving more to engaging brands online when it comes to
customer support (George 2015; Graham 2013; JD Power 2013, Leary 2014). However,
as discussed earlier, CMC imposes obstacles in communication due to the lack of
nonverbal cues. In CMC, the lack of nonverbal cues can create an impersonal and cold
medium of communication, which might cause consumers to view the brand negatively.
The purpose of these two essays is to examine ways to mitigate the absence of nonverbal
cues and provide ways to understand consumers’ perceptions of brands on CMC. For
both essays, we bring in social information processing theory (SIP; Walther 2008;
Walther, Anderson and Park 1994; Walther and Burgoon 1992; Walther et al. 2005) and
social response theory (Moon 2000; Moon 2003; Nass and Moon 2000) as a basis to
explain how technology, which includes social media and live chats, can be seen as social
agents, which could be very similar to employees representing the brand. We show that
social media and live chats, or CMC in general, can be seen as representatives of the
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brand. Therefore, correctly utilizing them can be powerful tools for building brand
meaning.
The findings from essays 2 and 3 improves marketers’ understanding of
consumer-brand interactions online. Additionally, these two essays look into establishing
trust online. The process of creating trust, which is essential in consumer-brand long-term
relationships, has not been given the attention that it needs. Many researchers have
focused on the outcomes of perceived trust, such as loyalty and cooperation (Garbarino
and Johnson 1999; Tax, Brown and Chandrashekaran 1998) and not the brand’s practices
and/or behaviors that build or deplete trust (Sirdeshmukh, Singh and Sabol 2002). We
investigate two behaviors that affect perceived trust in online consumer-brand
relationships, namely the use of emoji (essay two), and mimicry of nonverbal cues, such
as emoji, and punctuation marks (essay three).
Essay two examines how emoji, which are two-dimensional pictograms, can work
as a substitute for nonverbal cues. With emoji use by marketers increasing 777% in 2015
(Tao 2016), it is important to understand emoji as a communication tool. We divide emoji
into three major categories: (1) High-level emotional emoji, which are defined as those
that communicate intimacy, love, or a high degree of closeness with the receiver; (2)
Low-level emotional emoji, which are defined as those that indicate positive or negative
affect but do not imply or communicate a level of closeness with the receiver; and finally,
(3) Functional emoji, which are defined as those that do not communicate specific
feelings, but rather represent objects or concepts. We examine how consumers perceive
emoji use by brands within different types of consumer-brand relationships (communal
vs. exchange). Specifically, we examine how the usage of emoji affects perceptions of
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brand trust and perceptions of brand sincerity. Across two experiments we show that the
effects of emoji use on trust and sincerity perceptions are dependent on the relationship
type. Generally, in communal relationships, the use of emoji increases perceptions of
brand trust and sincerity, however, it decreases perceptions of brand trust and sincerity in
exchange relationships. This is consistent with literature regarding the norms of
communal and exchange relationships (Aggarwal 2004; Clark and Mills 1979, 1993,
2011) which states that communal relationships are more intimate in nature, whereas,
exchange relationships are more formal, quid-pro-quo in nature. Our results also indicate
that although the presence or absence of emoji in the consumer-brand communication
affects perceptions of brand trust and sincerity, the level of the emoji’s emotional content
did not. Additionally, our research shows that the interpretation of emoji is fluid and can
differ from one person to the other especially as the emotional content of the emoji
increases. This supports prior research by Miller et al. (2016) that shows that
interpretations of emoji can vary within- and across-platforms and people (Miller et al.
2016).
Our research advances marketing theory’s understanding of emoji as an emotional
vehicle and a substitution of nonverbal cues in a bare environment (i.e., computer
mediated communications (CMC)). This research is the first to examine emoji in business
contexts and how they affect perceptions of brand trust and sincerity. We also provide a
taxonomy for emoji different than the one provided by the industry. This taxonomy
assists in understanding emoji as emotional vehicles of communication. This research
also explores the use of emoji in two types of consumer-brand relationships, namely
exchange and communal and shows that emoji use increases perceptions of brand trust
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and sincerity in communal relationships, however, decreases those perceptions in
exchange relationships. Those findings are consistent with expectations of relationships
norms in both relationships. Finally, we expand the literature on brand trust by
examining a tool that can be used to establish brand trust online.
Essay three extends the literature on mimicry to show the effects of mimicry
online. Our research investigated two types of nonverbal mimicry online, namely emoji
and punctuation marks, in two different service contexts, namely negative and positive.
Generally, our research suggests that there is an impact of mimicry in online
communications in positive service contexts (e.g., purchasing a computer) but not in
negative service contexts (e.g., discussing an issue with a recent purchase). Our results
also show that although emoji mimicry had a positive effect on trust, customer
satisfaction and consumer-employee rapport, mimicking consumer’s punctuation use
resulted in a negative effect. A possible explanation for this negative effect relates to
perceptions of rudeness (i.e., flaming). This explanation is consistent with prior literature
that suggests that the use of multiple punctuation marks in CMC correlates with
perceptions of flaming (Turnage 2007). Essay 3 provides several theoretical
contributions, first, we extend the literature on trust formation by examining what types
of mimicry can be used as a successful tool for building trust online. Our results show
that not all mimicry has positive effects in consumer-brand interactions. Specifically,
mimicking punctuation marks can backfire and result in negative outcomes. Additionally,
we expand the mimicry literature by showing a possible explanation for the negative
effects of punctuation mimicry: perceptions of rudeness (i.e., flaming). The results
indicate that perceptions of rudeness mediate the relationship between punctuation
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mimicry and service outcomes. Finally, we show how mimicry can be successfully used
to build brand trust online. We expand the literature done by Scissors et al. (2008, 2009)
by establishing a cause and effect relationship between online mimicry and trust.
The dissertation is structured as follows. Essay 1 is presented in Chapter 2.
Essay 2 is presented in Chapter 3. Essay 3 is presented in Chapter 4. Chapter 5
concludes this dissertation by highlighting theoretical and managerial contributions,
addressing limitations, and offering directions for future research.
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CHAPTER 2
ARE BRANDS KNOWN FOR THE COMPANY THEY KEEP? THE ROLE OF
SPEECH RATE ON EMPLOYEE AND BRAND PERSONALITY PERCEPTIONS
“If you hang out with chickens, you’re going to cluck and if you hang out with eagles
you’re going to fly”
- Steve Maraboli, Unapologetically You: Reflections on Life and Human Experience

2.1 Introduction

The capability to form impressions is an essential human skill (Ambady and
Rosenthal 1993). Humans usually form impressions of others’ personalities based on the
company they keep (e.g., Walther et al. 2008; Utz 2010), and as brands take on human
characteristics (Aaker 1997), one cannot help but wonder, are impressions of brands’
personalities formed by the company the brand keeps?
Research stresses the importance of building strong brand personalities, which
can be defined as “the set of human characteristics associated with the brand” (Aaker
1997, p. 347). Although research has investigated how consumers develop and update
their brand personality impressions (Aaker et al. 2004; Johar et al. 2005; Sirianni et al.
2013; Wentzel 2009), limited research has addressed the role of employees in creating
brand personalities (Wentzel 2009) despite researchers stressing the importance of
employees in building brand personalities. Aaker (1997), for example, argues that the
brand comes to associate with particular personality traits in a direct way by the people
who are associated with it such as the company’s employees (p.348). Additionally, Berry
(2000) suggests that “service performers are a powerful medium for building brand
meaning”. He continues to say “service providers make or break a brand, for the
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customers’ actual experience with the service always prevails in defining the brand for
them” (p.135).
Furthermore, prior research that has investigated the role of employees has been
limited to the effects of employee behaviors on brand personality perceptions (e.g.
Sirianni et al. 2013; Wentzel 2009). However, research shows that customers rely heavily
on their sensory experiences when forming feelings and thoughts about a brand (Hultén
2011; 2012). Research also shows that nonverbal cues are essential in the formation of
impressions (e.g., Ambady and Rosenthal 1993; Riggio and Friedman 1986) as it is an
essential component to any communication process (Burgoon 1994, p.239).
The purpose of this essay is to understand the role of nonverbal cues on brand and
employee perceptions. We focus our attention on speech rate for its important role in the
development of attitudes towards the employees (i.e., speaker; e.g., Mehrabian 1972;
Miller et al. 1976; Smith and Shaffer 1995) and by extension, toward the brands that
these employees represent. Additionally, as Dahl (2010) states, connecting voice
characteristics to the spokesperson personality has been relatively unaddressed (p.179).
Furthermore, he suggests that there is theoretical value in associating voice
characteristics, audience perceptions, and the formation of brand image and identity. Dahl
(2010) argues that it is important to understand how voice characteristics of the brand’s
spokesperson, which has been shown in the literature to produce attributions of
personality perceptions and stereotypes, affects the brands’ identity and image, which are
key drivers of the brand’s competitive advantages (e.g., Aaker 1996; Aaker and
Joachimsthaler 2000; Knapp 2000; Schmitt and Simonson 1997; Ward et al. 1999).
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In this research, we focus on initial encounters with an unknown employee and
brand because consumers are still forming their brand impressions at this stage.
According to research in zero-acquaintance (Albright et al. 1988; Ambady et al. 1995)
and thin-slice (Ambady and Rosenthal 1993), quick, accurate impressions can be formed
about unknown targets in the presence of extremely limited information. In our context,
this limited information is likely to be based on an employee’s tangible characteristics, as
consumers frequently use such characteristics to judge others (cf., Montepare 2003).
More specifically, we focus on employee’s speech rate for its important role in forming
attitudes towards the speaker (i.e., employee; Mehrabian 1972; Miller et al. 1976; Smith
and Shaffer 1995). We expect employee’s speech rate to influence consumers’
perceptions of the employee and that these perceptions will then carry-over to impact the
consumers’ impression of the brand.

2.2 Theoretical Development
2.2.1 Speech Rate and Impression Formation
To understand how the employee’s speech rate can affect impressions of their
personality, it is beneficial to draw from impression formation theory. Based on the
continuum model of impression formation (Fiske and Neuberg 1990; Fiske, Lin and
Neuberg 1999), perceivers form impressions of a target along a continuum ranging from
a quick-snap instant categorization to effortful piece-meal integration of all available
information. Generally, the model holds that any salient feature is considered a valid and
diagnostic cue in evaluation (Fennis and Pruyn 2007). The extent to which those cues are
utilized as either simple category labels or attributes in the impression formation process
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depends on the available information and the perceiver’s motivation (Fiske et al. 1999).
In low motivation and scarce information situations, such as encountering a greeting
employee in a store, perceivers quickly categorize the individual based on salient features
that can take the form of behavioral and/or physical characteristics (Fiske et al. 1999).
One such characteristic is speech rate.
Generally, speech rate influences listener judgments about the speaker;
specifically, slow talkers generate relatively negative evaluations (Apple, Streeter and
Krauss 1979; Miller et al. 1976; Smith et al. 1975) and lead to attributions of sadness,
disgust and boredom (Scherer 1974). However, fast speakers generate positive
evaluations and are sometimes described as relatively fluent, persuasive, credible,
confident, and competent (Apple, Streeter and Krauss 1979; Cesario and Higgins 2008;
Miller et al. 1976; Smith et al. 1975; Stewart and Ryan 1982; Zuckerman and Driver
1989). They are also seen as intelligent, knowledgeable and objective (Miller et al. 1976),
as well as more truthful and serious (Apple et al. 1979). Finally, fast speech rate leads to
attributions of highly active and potent emotions such as interest and happiness (Scherer
1974). Not all researchers found that faster speech rates lead to positive outcomes. Some
researchers found that faster speech rates detracted from interest in the message (e.g.
Woodall and Burgoon 1983) and the speakers to be more condescending (e.g., Schlinger
et al. 1983). However, research evidence seems to favor associating positive traits to
people who speak in fast speech rates. Building on the above, we propose that employees
who speak in a fast speech rate (e.g., 130% rate of normal) will be perceived more
positively than employees who speak in a slow speech rate (e.g., 70% rate of normal).
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H1: Speech rate will affect consumers’ impressions of employees such that
employees who speak in a fast speech rate (e.g., 130% rate of normal) will be
perceived more positively than employees who speak in a slow speech rate (e.g.,
70% rate of normal).

2.2.2 Employee and Brand Personality: The Spillover Effect

Established research shows a link between the personalities of the brand and those
of the people associated with it. Despite this connection, there are important differences
in how brand personalities and human personalities are formed (Aaker 1997; Sung and
Tinkham 2005). As mentioned earlier, impressions of an individual’s personality may be
inferred based on any salient cue such as their physical appearance, vocal characteristics,
and behavior (Park 1986; Trope 1986; Trope and Alfieri 1997). However, impressions of
brand personalities are “formed and influenced by any direct or indirect contact the
consumer has with the brand” (Aaker 1997, p. 348). Aaker (1997) explains that
personality traits are associated with brands directly by the people who are linked to the
brand such as the user of the brand or the company’s employees.
The dual association between brand personalities and human personalities has
been shown in the literature. On the one hand research shows that characteristics of the
brand transfer to create impressions of the consumer’s personality (e.g., Fennis and Pruyn
2006; Park and John 2010; Willems et al. 2012). For example, Park and John (2010)
showed that brand personalities rub off onto consumers’ perceptions of themselves.
Consumers who are entity theorists perceive themselves as more feminine and glamorous
if they are holding a Victoria’s Secret bag, and more intelligent and hardworking if they
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are holding an MIT pen. This rubbing off effect translates to fashion (Willems et al.
2012), and other’s perceptions of the brand owner’s personality (Fennis and Pruyn 2005).
On the other hand, researchers have also showed the opposite effect. That is,
perceptions of the brand’s personality are affected by the characteristics of the human
associated with the brand (e.g., employee). Researchers have recently focused on
employee behavior and its effect on brand personality perceptions (Wentzel 2009). For
example, Sirianni et al. (2013) demonstrate that employee-brand alignment (i.e., when
employee behavior aligns with the brand’s personality) increases overall brand
evaluations and customer-based brand equity. They found that these results are more
pronounced for unfamiliar brands. Therefore, we can assume that speech rate, which is a
characteristic of the employee, can affect perceptions of the brand associated with that
particular employee. Since slow speech rates generate negative evaluations of the speaker
(Apple, Streeter and Krauss 1979; Miller et al. 1976; Smith et al. 1975), whereas, fast
speakers generate positive evaluations and are sometimes described as relatively fluent,
persuasive, credible, confident, and competent (Apple, Streeter and Krauss 1979; Cesario
and Higgins 2008; Miller et al. 1976; Smith et al. 1975; Stewart and Ryan 1982;
Zuckerman and Driver 1989), we can expect perceptions of brands associated with
employees who speak in a fast speech rate to be higher than those associated with
employees who speak in a slow speech rate.
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H2: Speech rate will affect consumers’ impressions of brands such that brands that
are associated with employees who speak in a fast speech rate (e.g., 130% rate of
normal) will be perceived more positively than brands who are associated with
employees who speak in a slow speech rate (e.g., 70% rate of normal).

While prior research shows a relationship between brand and consumer
personalities, this research does not investigate the process by which brand impressions
are affected by impressions of the employee. To understand this process, it is important to
draw on stereotyping theory. Stereotypes are “oversimplified, rigid, and generalized
beliefs about groups of people in which all individuals from the group are regarded as
having the same set of leading characteristics” (Harré and Lamb 1986, p. 348). Research
suggests that stereotypes are used as simplifying and organizing tools of our social
experiences (Ford and Stanger 1992; Macrae, Hewstone, and Griffith 1993; Macroe,
Milne and Bodenhausen 1994; Tajfel 1981). In other words, stereotypes are often used to
evaluate individuals who belong to a specific group in terms of group characteristics, and
not the individual’s personal traits. Research suggests that stereotyping is an automatic
process and is regarded as the ruling form of impression formation (e.g., Bargh, Chen and
Burrows 1996; Fiske and Neuberg 1990; Fiske et al. 1987). Specifically, stereotyping
constitutes the far end of the impression formation continuum. On this end, individuals
are presented with minimal information and/or lack the motivation to take the
information presented as attributes for further evaluations, therefore, relying on salient
stereotypes for their evaluation of a specific target (Fiske and Neuberg 1990; Fiske et al.
1987).
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Research has suggested that the extent to which assessments of a target are
generalized to the group is determined by the way the target is categorized (Klein and
Snyder 2003). If the target is considered as an individual with a unique set of attributes,
he or she is dissociated from the group; therefore, their characteristics are not generalized
fully (Kunda and Oleson 1995; Yzerbyt et al. 1999). However, if the target is categorized
as an exemplar of the group, the impression of the target is generalized and transferred to
the entire group (Crawford et al. 2002). Therefore, as employees represent a brand, they
are likely to be categorized as an exemplar of the group (brand). Therefore, we expect
consumers with limited information about the brand (as is the case with unfamiliar
brands) to rely on their assessment of the exemplar (employee) to create impressions of
the brand.

H3: Consumers will use their assessment of employees to create brand
impressions such that brands associated with employees with positive impressions
will be viewed more positively than brands associated with employees with
negative impressions.

2.2.3 Overview of Studies

In studies 1a and 1b, we demonstrate that speech rate has an effect on both
employee (H1) and brand (H2). Additionally, we demonstrate that employee personality
perceptions spill over to affect brand personality perceptions (H3). By using samples
from two different parts of the United States (northeast, south), we also help rule out
regional differences in speech rate as an alternative explanation for these effects. In study
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2, we replicate our results using a new sample and audio-only stimuli (i.e., no visual). In
study 3, we expand our model to include the Big Five and all five brand personality
dimensions, while also testing for gender effects. In all four studies we examine which
characteristics of the employee are most transferable to the brand.

2.3 Methodology
2.3.1 Stimuli Development

To test our hypotheses, we created video scenarios depicting a salesperson
greeting a customer in a store. We began by first selecting the actors for the videos. The
goal was to choose a female actress and a male actor who score average on personality
and attractiveness dimensions. We chose actors that score average to avoid running into
ceiling and/or floor effects. In order to do so, we presented ninety-two undergraduate
students from a university in the northern United States with pictures of eight volunteer
actors (4 females and 4 males). Participants rated each actor’s personality and
attractiveness. Personality was assessed with 6 items: “Friendly”, “Courteous”
“Helpful”, “Approachable”, “Knowledgeable”, “Trustworthy”, and “Credible” (Average
α = .91). Attractiveness was assessed with 5 items: “Beautiful/Handsome”, “Sexy”,
“Classy”, “Attractive” and “Elegant” (Average α = .83). Two actors, one male and one
female, who scored average on both dimensions were selected.
To create the videos, both actors recorded a customer greeting. Specifically, the
actors said: “Hi. Are you looking for something in particular? Let me know if you have
any questions”. This text was chosen based on conversations with store employees
regarding how they would greet a customer who has just entered their store. The audio
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speed was then manipulated using audio manipulation software called Amazing Slow
Downer (http://www.ronimusic.com). This process produced three audio speeds for each
actor: Slow (70%; i.e., 30% slower than the original audio), Normal (100%; i.e., the
original audio), and Fast (130%; 30% faster than the original audio). After the audio files
were created, we asked the actors to lip-sync the audio files while standing in front of a
screen projecting the inside of a clothing store. We had the actors lip-sync the audio clips
rather than speak them anew each time to ensure the desired speech rate and pitch
remained constant for all conditions.
We next pretested the videos to insure that our speech rate manipulations were
successful, and to also insure that the perceived length was identical across all speech rate
conditions. Participants (N=92; 68.5% female) from a university in the northeastern
United States viewed one of the six videos (slow, normal, or fast speech rate for either the
male or female actor). 2-way ANOVAs with speech rate and actor’s gender as factors
were conducted to investigate differences in perceived speech rate (where 1= speaks very
slowly and 7= speaks very quickly) and perceived video length (where 1= very short and
7= very long).
The results show a significant main effect of actor’s gender (F (1,86) = 9.222; p<
.005) with the female actor (MF =3.84) perceived to speak faster than the male actor
(MM=3.05). The results also indicate a significant main effect of speech rate (F (2,86) =
23.363; p< .0001). As expected, participants who viewed the video with the slow speech
rate perceived the speech as slower (MSlow = 2.29) than those in the normal (i.e., 100%)
(MNormal = 3.57, p < .005) and fast (MFast = 4.48, p < .005) conditions. Those in the fast
condition perceived the speech rate to be faster than those in the normal condition (p <
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.05), confirming that the speech rate manipulation was effective. The results show no
interaction effect between actor’s gender and speech rate (F (2, 86) = 1.663; p>.1) on
perceived speed of speech. Finally, the results show no main effect of actor’s gender (F
(1, 86) = 1.811; p>.1), speech rate (F (2, 86) = 1.028; p>.1), or interaction effect (F (2,
86) = 1.283; p>.1) on perceived video length.

2.3.2 Study 1A

The purpose of this study is to test the effects of speech rate on employee (H1),
brand personality perceptions (H2), and the spillover effect between employees and
brands (H3). Study 1A adopted a 3 cell (Speech rate: Slow (70%) vs. Normal (100%) vs.
Fast (130%)) between-subjects design. Two hundred and forty-three participants (53.5%
Male) were recruited from a northeastern university in exchange for extra credit.
Participants were randomly assigned to the experimental conditions. Participants were
asked to imagine shopping in a clothing store when an employee approaches them. They
then watched a short video clip with an employee welcoming them into the store. Finally,
they answered a set of questions.

2.3.2.1 Measures

Participants were asked to rate the salesperson on a variety of personality aspects.
Items were selected from a review of the literature and then grouped for analysis to
reflect Aaker’s personality dimensions using Aaker’s (1997) measures and/or definitions.
For each item, participants indicated the degree they thought the salesperson had that trait
using a 7-point strongly disagree/ strongly agree scale. The employee sincerity scale
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consisted of 7 items: “friendly”, “cheerful”, “helpful”, “approachable”, “likeable”,
“warm”, and “pleasant” (alpha = .92). The employee competence scale consisted of 4
items, which are “Credible”, “Knowledgeable”, “Educated”, and “Trustworthy” (α = .87).
Finally, the employee sophistication scale consisted of 5 items, which are “Attractive”,
“Classy”, “Beautiful/Handsome”, “Sexy”, and “Elegant” (α = .88).
The participants were also asked to rate the store on the same dimensions:
sincerity, competence, and sophistication. All items were measured using 7-point scales
anchored by 1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree. The brand sincerity scale
consisted of 6 items, which were “Welcoming”, “Sincere”, “Irritating” (Reverse coded),
“Honest”, “Annoying” (Reverse coded), and “Friendly” (α = .82). The brand competence
scale included 5 items: “Reliable”, “Solid”, “Reputable”, “Excellent service” and “Offers
fair prices” (α = .72). Finally, the brand sophistication scale consisted of 7 items: “Chic”,
“High Class”, “Elegant”, “Stylish”, “Old fashioned” (Reverse coded), “Offers high
quality products” and “Lively” (α = .86). These items were adopted from a store
personality scale by d'Astous and Levesque (2003). Participants were also asked to rate
the speed of the speech on a 7-point scale (1= “very slow”, 7= “very fast”).

2.3.2.2 Results

Manipulation checks. The speech rate manipulation had the intended effects (F (2,
240) = 119.238, p< .0001). Participants in the slow (i.e., 70%; MSlow= 2.00) speech rate
condition perceived the speech to be slower than the normal (i.e., 100%; MNormal= 3.77,
p< .0001) and fast (i.e., 130%; MFast= 4.80, p< .0001) speech rates. Also normal speech
rate was perceived slower than fast (p< .0001).
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Perceived personality. We conducted a one-way MANOVA with speech rate as a
predictor and the dimensions of employee and brand perceived personality (i.e.,
sophistication, competence and sincerity) as the DV’s. The results show that the effects
of speech rate were significant across brand and employee personality perceptions (Wilks
= 0.787; F (12, 524) = 5.550, p< .0001).
Employee perceived personality. As seen in Table 2-1, speech rate has a
significant impact on all three employee personality traits. Our results indicate that there
are significant differences between speech rates in perceived employee sincerity (F (2,
219) = 41.490, p< .001), competence (F (2, 219) = 20.410, p< .001), and sophistication (F
(2, 219) = 15.808, p< .0001). Specifically, as Table 2-1 shows, participants found
employees who speak in a slow speech rate to be less sincere, less competent and less
sophisticated than those who speak in a fast or normal speech rate (p’s< .001). However,
there was no significant difference between how participants perceived employees who
speak in normal and fast speech rates (p’s> .1; See Table 2-1 for means). These results
support H1.
Store perceived personality. As seen in Table 2-1, speech rate has a significant
impact on all three brand personality dimensions. Our results indicate that speech rate has
an effect on the store’s (brand) perceived sincerity (F (2, 219) = 13.734, p< .0001),
competence (F (2, 219) = 7.875, p< .005), and sophistication (F (2, 219) = 11.807, p<
.0001). Specifically, participants viewed the stores (brands) that are represented by
employees who speak in a slow speech rate to be less sincere, less competent, and less
sophisticated than those that are represented by employees who speak in a normal (p<
.005) or fast speech rate (p< .005). However, there was no significant difference between
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how participants perceived the store (brand) that is represented by an employee who
speaks in normal vs. fast speech rates (p’s> .1; See Table 2-1 for means). These results
support H2.

Table 2-1 Mean Personality Perceptions- Study 1A

Employee

Sincerity
Competence
Sophistication

Slow
(70%)
3.54a
3.93a
2.95a

Store

Sincerity
Competence
Sophistication

4.04a
3.93a
3.24a

Normal
(100%)
4.80b
4.72b
3.72b

Fast
(130%)
4.96b
4.83b
3.83b

Overall F

4.61b
4.39b
3.95b

4.80b
4.37b
3.85b

13.734
7.875
11.807

41.490
20.410
15.808

Note: Items in each row with different superscripts are significantly different at (a, b)
p< 0.05.

Spillover effects. To test the spillover effects from employee evaluations to store
evaluations we ran a series of mediation tests using the bootstrapping method (Preacher
and Hayes 2008) using Hayes’s (2012) PROCESS macro model 4 with 5000 bootstrap
samples and 95% confidence level for confidence intervals. The results of the spillover
models are presented in Figure 2-1. As shown in Figure 2-1, speech rate was a significant
predictor of employee’s sincerity (b=0.69, SE= 0.09, p<0.005), competence (b= 0.44, SE
= 0.08, p <0.005), and sophistication (b= 0.43, SE = 0.08, p <0.005). Employee sincerity
(b= 0.44, SE = 0.07, p <0.005) and employee competence (b= 0.25, SE = 0.09, p <0.005)
significantly predicted store sincerity. However, employee sophistication (b= -0.06, SE =
0.07, p >0.1) had no significant impact on store sincerity. Also, speech rate was no longer
a predictor of store sincerity after controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee sincerity,
competence and sophistication; b= -0.03, SE= 0.06, p>0.1).
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Figure 2-1 Spillover Effects Study 1A
Model 1: Sophistication
Employee
Competence

Speech Rate

0.43 **

Employee
Sophistication

0.29 **

Store
Sophistication

0.004 (0.30**)
Employee
Sincerity
Estimates of indirect effect: Sophistication [0.19, 0.42]; Competence [-0.02,0.19]; Sincerity [-0.03, 0.26]

Model 2: Competence
Employee
Competence

Speech Rate

0.40 **

Employee
Sophistication

0.04

Store
Competence

-0.03 (0.22**)
Employee
Sincerity
Estimates of indirect effects: Sophistication [-0.04, 0.07]; Competence [0.01, 0.23]; Sincerity [0.01, 0.30]

Model 3: Sincerity
Employee
Competence

Speech Rate

0.43 **

Employee
Sophistication

-0.06
Store Sincerity

-0.03 (0.37**)
Employee
Sincerity
Estimates of indirect effects: Sophistication [-0.09, 0.03]; Competence [0.01, 0.23]; Sincerity [0.17, 0.49]
Notes: (1) ** p<.005; * p< .05; (2) All estimate of indirect effects are 95% CI for 5,000 sample bootstrap
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Approximately 57% of the variance of store sincerity was accounted for by the
predictors (R2= 0.566). The results indicated that the indirect effects of both employee
sincerity (b= 0.31, SE= 0.08, 95% CI = 0.17, 0.49) and competence (b= 0.11, SE= 0.06,
95% CI = 0.01, 0.23) were significant. However, the indirect coefficient for employee
sophistication was insignificant (b= -0.02, SE= 0.03, 95% CI = -0.09, 0.03).
Employee sincerity (b= 0.18, SE = 0.07, p <0.05) and employee competence (b=
0.27, SE = 0.09, p <0.005) both significantly predicted store competence. However,
employee sophistication (b= 0.04, SE = 0.07, p >0.1) had no significant impact on store
competence. Also, speech rate was no longer a predictor of store competence after
controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee sincerity, competence and sophistication; b=
-0.03, SE= 0.06, p>0.1). Approximately 37% of the variance of store sincerity was
accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.371). The results indicated that the indirect effects
of both employee sincerity (b= 0.12, SE= 0.07, 95% CI = 0.01, 0.29) and competence (b=
0.12, SE= 0.06, 95% CI = 0.01, 0.23) were significant. However, the indirect coefficient
for employee sophistication was insignificant (b= 0.12, SE= 0.03, 95% CI = -0.04, 0.07).
Lastly, store sophistication is only predicted by employee sophistication (b=0.29,
SE= 0.09, p<0.005). Neither employee competence (b= 0.18, SE= 0.11, p>0.1) nor
employee sincerity (b=0.13, SE= 0.09, p>0.01) significantly predicted store
sophistication. Additionally, speech rate was no longer a predictor of store sophistication
after controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee sincerity, competence and
sophistication; b= 0.004, SE= 0.08, p>0.1). Approximately 37% of the variance of store
sincerity was accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.369). The indirect effect was tested
using a bootstrap estimation approach with 5000 samples. The results indicated the
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indirect coefficient for employee sophistication was significant (b= 0.13, SE= 0.07, 95%
CI = 0.05, 0.23). The indirect effects of both employee sincerity (b= 0.09, SE= 0.07, 95%
CI = -0.03, 0.25) and competence (b= 0.08, SE= 0.05, 95% CI = -0.02, 0.19) were
insignificant. In summary, our results indicate that the perception of the employee’s
competence and sincerity both spillover to influence perceptions of the brand’s
competence and sincerity. However, only the perception of the employee’s sophistication
spills over to affect perceptions of the brand’s sophistication. These results support H3.

2.3.2.3 Discussion

Consistent with our predictions, speech rate has a significant effect on employee
and store (brand) personality perceptions. In general, participants prefer employees who
speak in a fast speech rate (i.e., 130%) to employees who speak in slow speech rates (i.e.,
70%). Specifically, participants perceived both the store (brand) and the employee to be
more sincere, competent and sophisticated when the employee spoke in a fast speech rate.
This is consistent with prior research that states that fast speech rates increase perceptions
of the target.
Additionally, our mediation analysis shows that speech rate indirectly influences
the perceptions of the brand’s personality through the perceptions of the employee’s
personality. In other words, the perceptions of the employee’s personality, as influenced
by speech rate, spill over to form the perceptions of the brand. As figure 2-1 shows, when
employees, who speak in a fast speech rate, are viewed as more sophisticated the brand
associated with that employee is perceived as more sophisticated as opposed to those
associated with employees who speak in a slow speech rate.
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Furthermore, when employees, who speak in a fast speech rate, are viewed as
more competent or sincere, the brand associated with them is viewed as more competent
and sincere as opposed to those associated with employees who speak in a slow speech
rate. This suggests that positive attributes that are associated with the employee could
transfer to form similar positive perceptions of the brand. Although there is a possibility
of a bidirectional relationship between the spillover between the perceptions of the
employee’s personality and the perceptions of the brand, logic dictates that the order of
association starts with speech rate affecting the employee’s perceptions which then
affects the brand perceptions. The reason is that speech rate is a characteristic that is
directly connected to the employee and not a characteristic of the brand.
However, while the current findings suggest a preference for fast speech rates
over slower speech rates, it is possible this preference is an artifact of where the study
was conducted. Since the stimuli were developed and presented in the northern United
States, the faster speech rate may have seemed more familiar than the slower speech
rates. Thus, it is possible consumers prefer familiar speech rates rather than fast ones.
To examine this alternative hypothesis, we re-ran this study in the southern United States
where slower speech rates are more common.

2.3.3 Study 1B

Study 1B was conducted at a university in the southern United States. We
employed a 3 cell (Speech rate: Slow vs. Normal vs. Fast) between-subjects design. Two
hundred and forty-seven participants (62.8% Male) were recruited from a university in
the south of the United States in exchange for class credit. Twenty participants were
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excluded for reporting not being from the southern United States. Participants were
randomly assigned to the experimental conditions. The same stimuli and measures from
study 1A were used; the only difference was that participants were recruited from a
southern university and state of permanent/principal residence was added as a measure.

2.3.3.1 Measures

The measures used in this study were identical to study 1A. The participants were
asked to rate the salesperson on the following dimensions: competence (α = .89),
sincerity (α = .93), and sophistication (α = .87). Participants were also asked to rate the
store on the same dimensions, i.e., competence (α = .70), sincerity (α = .85), and
sophistication (α = .87). The manipulation check measure was identical to study 1A.
Specifically, participants were asked to rate the speed of the speech on a 7-point scale (1=
“very slow”, 7= “very fast”). Finally, participants were asked to indicate the state that
they’re from originally (i.e., principal residence).

2.3.3.2 Results

Manipulation checks. The speech rate manipulation had the intended effects (F (2,
224) = 223.061, p< .0001). Participants in the slow (i.e., 70%; MSlow= 1.75) speech rate
condition perceived the speech to be slower than the normal (i.e., 100%; MNormal= 3.85,
p< .0001) and fast (i.e., 130%; MFast= 5.02, p< .0001) speech rates. Also normal speech
rate was perceived slower than fast (p< .0001).
Perceived personality. We conducted a one-way MANOVA with speech rate as a
predictor and the dimensions of employee and brand perceived personality (i.e.,
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sophistication, competence and sincerity) as the DV’s. Consistent with H1 and H2, the
results show that the effects of speech rate were significant across brand and employee
personality perceptions (Wilks = 0.552; F (12, 436) = 12.589, p< .0001).
Employee perceived personality. Speech rate has a significant impact on all three
employee personality traits. Our results indicate that there are significant differences
between speech rates in perceived employee sincerity (F (2, 223) = 82.300, p< .001),
competence (F (2, 223) = 34.445, p< .001), and sophistication (F (2, 223) = 23.892, p<
.0001). Specifically, as Table 2-2 shows, participants found employees who speak in a
slow speech rate to be less sincere, less competent and less sophisticated than those who
speak in a fast or normal speech rate (p’s< .001). However, there was no significant
difference between how participants perceived employees who speak in normal and fast
speech rates (p’s> .1; See Table 2-2 for means). These results support H1.
Store perceived personality. Speech rate has a significant impact on all three
brand personality dimensions. Our results indicate that speech rate has an effect on the
store’s (brand) perceived sincerity (F (2, 223) = 29.007, p< .0001), competence (F (2,
223) = 18.365, p< .005), and sophistication (F (2, 223) = 15.770, p< .0001). Specifically,
participants viewed the stores (brands) that are represented by employees who speak in a
slow speech rate to be less sincere, less competent, and less sophisticated than those that
are represented by employees who speak in a normal (p< .001) or fast speech rate (p<
.001). However, there was no significant difference between how participants perceived
the store (brand) that is represented by an employee who speaks in normal vs. fast speech
rates (p’s> .1; See Table 2-2 for means). These results support H2.
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Table 2-2 Mean Personality Perceptions- Study 1B

Employee

Sincerity
Competence
Sophistication

Slow
(70%)
3.41a
3.80a
2.88a

Store

Sincerity
Competence
Sophistication

4.10a
3.90a
3.40a

Normal
(100%)
5.19b
5.01b
3.86b

Fast
(130%)
5.27b
5.00b
3.92b

Overall F

5.02b
4.46b
4.24b

5.12b
4.63b
4.11b

29.007
18.365
15.770

82.300
34.445
23.892

Note: Items in each row with different superscripts are significantly different at (a, b) p< 0.05.

Spillover effects. To test the spillover effects from employee evaluations to store
evaluations we ran a series of mediation tests using the bootstrapping method (Preacher
and Hayes 2008) using Hayes’s (2012) PROCESS macro model 4 with 5000 bootstrap
samples and 95% confidence level for confidence intervals. As shown in Figure 2-2,
speech rate was a significant predictor of employee’s sincerity (b=0.93, SE= 0.09,
p<0.001), competence (b= 0.59, SE = 0.09, p <0.001), and sophistication (b= 0.52, SE =
0.09, p <0.001). Employee sincerity (b= 0.44, SE = 0.07, p <0.001) and employee
competence (b= 0.26, SE = 0.06, p <0.001) significantly predicted store sincerity.
However, employee sophistication (b= 0.21, SE = 0.06, p >0.1) had no significant impact
on store sincerity. Furthermore, speech rate was no longer a predictor of store sincerity
after controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee sincerity, competence and
sophistication; b= -0.06, SE= 0.07, p>0.1). Approximately 67% of the variance of store
sincerity was accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.675). The results indicated that the
indirect effects of both employee sincerity (b= 0.41, SE= 0.07, 95% CI = 0.28, 0.56) and
competence (b= 0.15, SE= 0.04, 95% CI = 0.07, 0.25) were significant. However, the
indirect coefficient for employee sophistication was insignificant (b= 0.01, SE= 0.03,
95% CI = -0.05, 0.09).
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Figure 2-2 Spillover Effects Study 1B

Model 1: Sophistication
Employee
Competence

Speech Rate

0.52 *

Employee
Sophistication

0.30*

Store
Sophistication

-0.04 (0.33*)
Employee
Sincerity
Estimates of the indirect effects: Sincerity [-0.01, 0.36], Competence [-0.03, 0.20], Sophistication [0.07, 0.27]

Model 2: Competence
Employee
Competence

Speech Rate

0. 52*

Employee
Sophistication

0.004

Store
Competence

-0.03 (0.37*)
Employee
Sincerity
Estimates of the indirect effects: Sincerity [0.06, 0.34], Competence [0.12, 0.30], Sophistication [-0.06, 0.07]

Model 3: Sincerity
Employee
Competence

Speech Rate

0.52 *

Employee
Sophistication

0.02

Store Sincerity

-0.06 (0.51*)
Employee
Sincerity
Estimates of the indirect effects: Sincerity [0.28, 0.56], Competence [0.08, 0.25], Sophistication [-0.05, 0.09]
Notes: (1) *p< .005; (2) (2) All estimate of indirect effects are 95% CI for 5,000 sample bootstrap
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Employee sincerity (b= 0.21, SE = 0.07, p <0.005) and employee competence (b=
0.33, SE = 0.06, p <0.001) significantly predicted store competence. However, employee
sophistication (b= 0.003, SE = 0.07, p >0.1) had no significant impact on store
competence. Also, speech rate was no longer a predictor of store competence after
controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee sincerity, competence and sophistication; b=
-0.03, SE= 0.07, p>0.1). Approximately 53% of the variance of store sincerity was
accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.534). The results indicated that the indirect effects
of both employee sincerity (b= 0.19, SE= 0.07, 95% CI = 0.06, 0.34) and competence (b=
0.19, SE= 0.05, 95% CI = 0.12, 0.30) were significant. However, the indirect coefficient
for employee sophistication was insignificant (b= 0.002, SE= 0.03, 95% CI = -0.06,
0.07).
Lastly, store sophistication is only predicted by employee sophistication (b=0.30,
SE= 0.09, p<0.005). Neither employee competence (b= 0.13, SE= 0.09, p>0.1) nor
employee sincerity (b=0.17, SE= 0.10, p>0.1) significantly predicted store sophistication.
Additionally, speech rate was no longer a predictor of store sophistication after
controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee sincerity, competence and sophistication; b=
-0.04, SE= 0.10, p>0.1). Approximately 37% of the variance of store sincerity was
accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.373). The indirect effect was tested using a
bootstrap estimation approach with 5000 samples. The results indicated the indirect
coefficient for employee sophistication was significant (b= 0.16, SE= 0.05, 95% CI =
0.06, 0.34). The indirect effects of both employee sincerity (b= 0.16, SE= 0.10, 95% CI =
-0.01, 0.36) and competence (b= 0.08, SE= 0.06, 95% CI = -0.03, 0.20) were
insignificant. In summary, our results indicate that the perception of the employee’s

33

competence and sincerity both spillover to influence perceptions of the brand’s
competence and sincerity. However, only the perception of the employee’s sophistication
spills over to affect perceptions of the brand’s sophistication. These results further
support H3.

2.3.3.3 Discussion

The results of study 1B replicated those of study 1A. Consistent with our
predictions, speech rate has a significant effect on employee and store (brand) personality
perceptions. In general, participants prefer employees who speak in a fast speech rate
(i.e., 130%) to employees who speak in a slow speech rate (i.e., 70%). Specifically,
participants perceived both the store (brand) and the employee to be less competent,
sophisticated and sincere when the employee spoke in a slow speech rate. Furthermore,
speech rate effects are consistent across regions (North and South), which casts doubt on
the alternative explanation that speech rate effects are a function of familiarity.
Additionally, our mediation analysis shows a replication of study 1A. The
analysis shows that the perceptions of the employee’s personality, as influenced by
speech rate, spill over to form the perceptions of the brand. As figure 2-2 shows, when
employees, who speak in a fast speech rate, are viewed as more sophisticated, the brand
associated with that employee is perceived as more sophisticated as opposed to those
associated with employees who speak in a slow speech rate. Furthermore, when
employees, who speak in a fast speech rate, are viewed as more competent or sincere, the
brand associated with them is viewed as more competent and sincere as opposed to those
associated with employees who speak in a slow speech rate.
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The results show that positive attributes that are associated with the employee
transfer to form similar positive perceptions of the brand. Study 1B demonstrates that our
findings are not geographically restricted. We show that results replicate in the south
providing evidence that the effects of speech rate on brand personality are not driven by
familiarity.
While studies 1A and 1B support our hypotheses, one must note that the sense of
sight is the most prominent sensory system in perception formation (Hekkert 2006;
Hultén 2011; Hultén 2012), and is the most common sense in perceiving services (Hultén
2011; 2012). Therefore, it is important to separate the effects of the video and the audio
to better understand the effects of the speech rate in isolation. To examine this, we ran a
second study using audio only stimuli. We also sought to replicate our findings using a
different participant pool than studies 1A and 1B.

2.3.4 Study 2

The purpose of this study is twofold: (a) to test the effects of speech rate on
employee and brand personality perceptions when removing the effects of the visual
image of the salesperson (i.e., using audio only stimuli as opposed to video stimuli), and
(b) to generalize our results beyond the student sample.
Study 2 adopted a 3 cell (Speech rate: Slow (70%) vs. Normal (100%) vs. Fast
(130%)) between-subjects design. To accomplish the second goal of the study, we
recruited participants from an online crowdsourcing website called Amazon Mechanical
Turk (MTurk). MTurk produces high quality data suitable for academic research (e.g.,
Berinsky et al. 2012; Paolacci et al. 2010) and consists of a diverse population with
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workers spanning across the globe, however, approximately 80% of the workers on
MTurk are from the United States. Additionally, there is a gender balance with a roughly
50-50 split between the two genders. Approximately 50% of the workers were born in the
1980s, 20% were born in the 1990s, and 20% were born in the 1970s. Lastly, the median
household income is roughly 50 thousand dollars (Ipeirotis 2015; for live data see
http://demographics.mturk-tracker.com/).
Two hundred and ninety-six participants (48.6% Male) were recruited from
MTurk in exchange for monetary compensation. Twenty-five participants were removed
for failing the manipulation check (“According to the scenario, what kind of store were
you shopping in when the salesperson approached you?”). Participants were randomly
assigned to the experimental conditions. Participants were asked to imagine shopping in a
clothing store when an employee approaches them. They then listened to an audio clip
with an employee welcoming them into the store. The audio clips presented to them were
the audio clips used to create the video stimuli for studies 1A and 1B. Finally, the
participants answered a set of questions.

2.3.4.1 Measures

The measures used in this study were identical to the measures used in studies 1A
and 1B. For each item, participants were asked to rate the salesperson on the following
dimensions: sincerity (alpha = .96), competence (α = .91), and sophistication (α = .88).
Participants were also asked to rate the store on the same dimensions, i.e., sincerity (α =
.92), competence (α = .82) and sophistication (α = .86). Participants were also asked to
rate the speed of the speech on a 7-point scale (1= “very slow”, 7= “very fast”).
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2.3.4.2 Results

Manipulation checks. The speech rate manipulation had the intended effects (F
(2,267) = 129.71, p< .0001). Participants in the slow (i.e., 70%) speech rate condition
perceived the speech to be slower (MSlow= 2.34) than those in the normal (i.e., 100%)
condition (MNormal= 3.67, p< .0001) and fast (i.e., 130%) condition (MFast= 5.32, p<
.0001). Those in the fast condition perceived the speech to be faster than those in the
normal condition (p< .0001).
Perceived personality. We conducted a one-way MANOVA with speech rate as a
predictor and the dimensions of employee and brand perceived personality (i.e.,
sophistication, competence and sincerity) as the DV’s. The results show that the effects
of speech rate were significant across brand and employee personality perceptions (Wilks
= 0.787; F (12, 524) = 5.552, p< .0001).
Employee perceived personality. Speech rate has a significant impact on all three
employee personality traits. Our results indicate that there are significant differences
between speech rates in perceived employee sincerity (F (2, 267) = 18.345, p< .001),
competence (F (2, 267) = 14.102, p< .001), and sophistication (F (2, 267) = 22.622, p<
.0001). Specifically, as Table 2-3 shows, participants found employees who speak in a
slow speech rate to be less sincere, less competent and less sophisticated than those who
speak in a fast or normal speech rate (p’s< .001). However, there was no significant
difference between how participants perceived employees who speak in normal and fast
speech rates (p’s> .1; See Table 2-3 for means). These results support H1.
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Table 2-3 Mean Perceptions - Study 2

Employee

Sincerity
Competence
Sophistication

Slow
(70%)
4.49a
4.42a
3.56a

Store

Sincerity
Competence
Sophistication

4.60a
4.39a
3.65a

Normal
(100%)
5.51b
5.16b
4.40b

Fast
(130%)
5.52b
5.19b
4.49b

Overall F

5.44b
4.98b
4.39b

5.24b
4.81b
4.51b

13.268
9.319
21.785

18.345
14.102
22.622

Note: Items in each row with different superscripts are significantly different at (a, b) p<
0.05.

Store perceived personality. Speech rate has a significant impact on all three
brand personality dimensions. Our results indicate that speech rate has an effect on the
store’s (brand) perceived sincerity (F (2, 267) = 13.268, p< .0001), competence (F (2,
267) = 9.319, p< .005), and sophistication (F (2, 267) = 21.785, p< .0001). Specifically,
participants viewed the stores (brands) that are represented by employees who speak in a
slow speech rate to be less sincere, less competent, and less sophisticated than those that
are represented by employees who speak in a normal (p< .001) or fast speech rate (p<
.001). However, there was no significant difference between how participants perceived
the store (brand) that is represented by an employee who speaks in normal vs. fast speech
rates (p’s> .1; See Table 2-3 for means). These results support H2.
Spillover effects. To test the spillover effects from employee evaluations to store
evaluations we ran a series of mediation tests using the bootstrapping method (Preacher
and Hayes 2008) using Hayes’s (2012) PROCESS macro model 4 with 5000 bootstrap
samples and 95% confidence level for confidence intervals. As shown in the Figure 2-3,
speech rate was a significant predictor of employee’s sincerity (b=0.51, SE= 0.1,
p<0.001), competence (b= 0.38, SE = 0.09, p <0.001), and sophistication (b= 0.47, SE =
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0.09, p <0.001). Employee sincerity (b= 0.57, SE = 0.06, p <0.001) and employee
competence (b= 0.31, SE = 0.07, p <0.001) significantly predicted store sincerity.
However, employee sophistication (b= -0.03, SE = 0.06, p >0.1) had no
significant impact on store sincerity. Also, speech rate was no longer a predictor of store
sincerity after controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee sincerity, competence and
sophistication; b= -0.08, SE= 0.04, p>0.1). Approximately 82% of the variance of store
sincerity was accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.819). The results indicated that the
indirect effects of both employee sincerity (b= 0.29, SE= 0.06, 95% CI = 0.19, 0.43) and
competence (b= 0.12, SE= 0.04, 95% CI = 0.07, 0.21) were significant. However, the
indirect coefficient for employee sophistication was insignificant (b= -0.1, SE= 0.03,
95% CI = -0.07, 0.04). Employee sincerity (b= 0.26, SE = 0.07, p <0.001) and employee
competence (b= 0.33, SE = 0.08, p <0.001) significantly predicted store competence.
However, employee sophistication (b= 0.05, SE = 0.07, p >0.1) had no significant impact
on store competence. Also, speech rate was no longer a predictor of store competence
after controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee sincerity, competence and
sophistication; b= -0.07, SE= 0.05, p>0.1). Approximately 63% of the variance of store
sincerity was accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.626). The results indicated that the
indirect effects of both employee sincerity (b= 0.13, SE= 0.04, 95% CI = 0.06, 0.24) and
competence (b= 0.13, SE= 0.04, 95% CI = 0.06, 0.22) were significant. However, the
indirect coefficient for employee sophistication was insignificant (b= 0.02, SE= 0.03,
95% CI = -0.03, 0.08).
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Figure 2-3 Spillover Effects Study 2

Model 1: Sophistication
Employee
Competence

Speech Rate

0.46***

Employee
Sophistication

0.37***

0.13** (0.43***)

Store
Sophisticatio
n

Employee
Sincerity
Estimates of the indirect effects: Sincerity [-0.08, 0.08], Competence [0.03, 0.18], Sophistication [0.11, 0.29]

Model 2: Competence
Employee
Competence

Speech Rate

0. 46***
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Sophistication

0.03

Store
Competence

-0.07 (0.21***)
Employee
Sincerity
Estimates of the indirect effects: Sincerity [0.06, 0.24], Competence [0.06, 0.22], Sophistication [-0.03, 0.08]

Model 3: Sincerity
Employee
Competence

Speech Rate

0.46***
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Sophistication

-0.08
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Sincerity

-0.07 (0.31***)
Employee
Sincerity
Estimates of the indirect effects: Sincerity [0.12, 0.43], Competence [0.06, 0.21], Sophistication [-0.07, 0.04]
Notes: (1) ***p<.005; ** p< .01; *p< .05; (2) All estimate of indirect effects are 95% CI for 5,000 sample bootstrap
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Lastly, store sophistication is predicted by both employee sophistication (b=0.41,
SE= 0.08, p<0.001) and employee competence (b= 0.24, SE= 0.08, p<0.005). However,
employee sincerity (b=0.02, SE= 0.07, p>0.1) did not significantly predict store
sophistication. Additionally, speech rate was still a predictor of store sophistication after
controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee sincerity, competence and sophistication; b=
0.14, SE= 0.05, p<0.05). Approximately 61% of the variance of store sincerity was
accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.611). The indirect effect was tested using a
bootstrap estimation approach with 5000 samples. The results indicated the indirect
coefficient for employee sophistication (b= 0.19, SE= 0.05, 95% CI = 0.11, 0.29) and
competence (b= 0.09, SE= 0.04, 95% CI = 0.03, 0.18) were significant. The indirect
effects of employee sincerity (b= 0.01, SE= 0.04, 95% CI = -0.08, 0.08) was
insignificant. In summary, as in studies 1A and 1B, employee sincerity and competence
spilled over to affect both brand sincerity and brand competence. However, employee
sophistication only spilled over to affect store sophistication. These results further
support H3.

2.3.4.3 Discussion

This study replicates the results of studies 1A and 1B by demonstrating the
preference for fast speech rates. In this study we were able to generalize our findings
beyond students to a more diverse respondent pool. We were also able to show that the
findings replicate when using audio stimuli only, suggesting the impact of speech on
employee and brand personality is not restricted to just face-to-face encounters. This
gives marketers a better understanding of why they need to manage their employees’
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speech via all channels including audio-only channels such as phones. Further, these
results suggest that the effects observed in studies 1 and 2 were driven by aspects of the
speech itself and not the employee’s or store’s appearance.
In studies 1A, 1B and 2, the stimuli used were of a female actor. However,
research shows that male and female voices differ in systematic ways (e.g., Gobl and
Karlsson 1991; Hanson 1997; Hanson and Chuang 1999; Henton and Bladon 1985;
Holmberg et al. 1995; Street, Brady, & Lee 1984). Therefore, in study 3 we seek to
investigate if there are differences between male and female vocal cues and perceptions
of employee and brand personalities. In other words, we test for gender effects by using
stimuli with both male and female actors.
Additionally, in the previous studies we limited our investigation to three
employee and brand personality dimensions, namely competence, sophistication and
sincerity. Initially, we chose to limit the personality dimensions to these three traits (i.e.,
sincerity, competence and sophistication) as they are the closest to what the literature on
speech rate has found to affect the perceptions of the person. However, research shows
that although human and brand personalities share similar conceptualizations (Aaker
1997; Epstein 1977), they are different in how they form. Additionally, human
personality traits are traditionally measured using the big 5, which was developed and
clarified by several researchers (e.g., Borgatta (1964); Digman and Takemoto-Chock
1981; Fiske 1949; Norman 1963; Tupes and Christal 1961; for a full review see John and
Srivastava 1999), and contains the following five factors: extraversion, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, neuroticism and openness to experience. Although some dimensions
of human personality may be mirrored in brands, others might not (Aaker 1997).
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Specifically, Aaker (1997) argues that only three brand personalities align with human
personality dimensions; Agreeableness (Human trait) and Sincerity (Brand trait) both
capture the idea of warmth and acceptance; Extroversion (H) and Excitement (B) both
indicate the notion of energy and sociability; Conscientiousness (H) and competence (B)
both capture the sense of responsibility, dependability and security. However, Aaker
(1997) found that two brand dimensions, namely sophistication and ruggedness, differ
from any of the Big Five human personality traits. Thus, we seek to explore which
human personality dimensions spill over to affect which brand personality dimensions.
Therefore, we expand our model to include the Big Five (human) personality and all five
brand personality dimensions.

2.3.5 Study 3

The purpose of this study is twofold: (a) to expand our model to include the Big
Five (human) personality scale and all five dimensions of the brand personality scale, and
(b) to test for gender effects using stimuli with both female and male actors.
Study 3 adopted a 3 (Speech rate: Slow (70%) vs. Normal (100%) vs. Fast
(130%)) x 2 (Actor’s gender: Male vs. Female) x 2 (Participant’s gender: Male vs.
Female) between-subjects design. Three hundred and five participants (58.7% Male)
were recruited from a northeastern university of the United States in exchange for class
credit. Participants were randomly assigned to the experimental conditions. Participants
were asked to imagine shopping in a clothing store when an employee approaches them.
They then watched a video clip with an employee welcoming them into the store. Finally,
the participants answered a set of questions.
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2.3.5.1 Measures

Participants were asked to rate the salesperson on a variety of personality aspects.
Items were selected from the Big Five personality scale (Saucier 1994). For each item,
participants indicated the degree they thought the salesperson had that trait using a 7point strongly disagree/ strongly agree scale. The extraversion scale consisted of 2 items:
“Quiet” (Reverse coded) and “Shy” (reverse coded; alpha = .79). The agreeableness
scale consisted of 3 items: “Sympathetic”, “Warm”, and “Kind” (α = .77). The
conscientiousness scale consisted of 3 items: “Organized”, “Systematic” and “Efficient”
(α = .73). The emotional stability scale consisted of 2 items: “Moody” and “Jealous” (α =
.0.74). Finally, the openness to experience scale consisted of 3 items: “Creative”,
“Imaginative”, and “Philosophical” (α = .83).
The participants were also asked to rate the store on dimensions of brand
personality (Aaker 1997). All items were measured using 7-point scales anchored by 1 =
strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree. The sincerity scale consisted of 4 items:
“Down-to-earth”, “Honest”, “Wholesome” and “Cheerful” (α = .82). The excitement
scale included 4 items: “Daring”, “Spirited”, “Imaginative” and “Up-to-date” (α = .80).
The competence scale included 4 items: “Reliable”, “Corporate”, “Intelligent” and
“Successful” (α = .74). The sophistication scale included 4 items: “Upper-class”,
“Glamorous”, “Charming” and “Smooth” (α = .82). Finally, the ruggedness scale
consisted of 4 items: “Outdoorsy”, “Western”, “Tough” and “Rugged” (α = .82).
Participants were also asked to rate the speed of the speech on a 7-point scale (1= “very
slow”, 7= “very fast”).
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2.3.5.2 Results

Manipulation checks. We conducted a two-way ANOVA with speech rate
manipulation, actor’s gender, and their interaction as predictors. Our results show no twoway interaction on perceptions of speech speed (F (2, 299) = 1.176, p< .1). Additionally,
there was no main effect of gender on perceptions of speech speed (1, 299) = 1.441, p>
.1). However, the speech rate manipulation had the intended effects (F (2,299) = 140.82,
p< .0001). Participants in the slow (i.e., 70%) speech rate condition perceived the speech
to be slower (MSlow= 1.79) than those in the normal (i.e., 100%) condition (MNormal= 3.47,
p< .0001) and fast (i.e., 130%) condition (MFast= 4.70, p< .0001). Those in the fast
condition perceived the speech to be faster than those in the normal condition (p< .0001).
Perceived personality. We conducted a three-way MANOVA with speech rate,
actor’s gender and participant’s gender as predictors and the dimensions of employee and
brand perceived personality (i.e., the Big Five and the five dimensions of brand
personality) as the DV’s. The results show that no interactions were significant, and
speech rate was the only main effect that was significant across brand and employee
personality perceptions (Wilks = 0.775; F (20, 568) = 3.673, p< .0001).
Employee perceived personality. Speech rate had a significant influence on
employee perceptions. Specifically, speech rate significantly impacted perceptions of
extroversion (F (2, 302) = 13.541, p < .001), agreeableness (F (2, 302) = 16.975, p<
.001), conscientiousness (F (2, 302) = 13.716, p< .001), openness to experience (F (2,
302) = 3.083, p = .05) and marginally impacted neuroticism (F (2, 302) = 2.848, p = .06).
Consistent with H1, employees were seen less positively (less extroverted, less agreeable,
and less conscientious) when they spoke in a slow speech rate compared to normal and
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fast rates (p’s < .005). There was no significant difference between how participants
perceived employees who speak in normal and fast speech rates (p’s> .1; See Table 2-4
for means). Additionally, our results indicate that employees who spoke in slow speech
rate were seen as marginally less open to experience and more neurotic than those who
spoke in normal speech rates (p =0.08 and p=0.06 respectively). However, there was no
significant differences in perceptions of neuroticism and openness to experience between
employees who speak in slow and fast speech rates or between those who speak in
normal and fast speech rates (p’s > .1). These results further support H1.

Table 2-4 Mean Personality Perceptions - Study 3

Employee

Extroversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Neuroticism
Openness

Slow
(70%)
4.17a
3.95a
4.15a
2.94a*
2.96a*

Store

Sincerity
Excitement
Competence
Sophistication
Ruggedness

4.07a
3.56a
3.97a
3.41a
3.11

Normal
(100%)
4.75b
4.70b
4.65b
2.55b
3.30b

Fast
(130%)
4.66b
4.71b
4.97b
2.64
3.27

Overall F

4.55b
4.01b
4.58b
4.04b
3.19

4.51b
3.84b
4.34b
3.85b
3.04

6.834
11.771
12.569
10.139
0.047

13.541
16.975
13.716
2.848
3.083

Note: (1) Items in each row with different superscripts are significantly different at p< 0.05.
(2) * indicates a marginal significance at p<.1 level

Store perceived personality. Speech rate had a significant influence on some
brand perceptions, but not others. Specifically, speech rate significantly impacted
perceptions of sincerity (F (2, 302) = 6.83, p < .001), competence (F (2, 302) = 12.569,
p< .001), excitement (F (2, 302) = 11.771, p< .001) and sophistication (F (2, 302) =
10.193, p< .001), but not ruggedness (F (2, 302) = 0.047, p > .1). Consistent with H1, the
brand associated with an employee who speaks in a slow speech rate is seen as less
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sincere, less competent, less exciting, and less sophisticated, compared to a brand
associated with employees who speak in normal and fast rates (p’s < .005; see Table 2-4).
There was no significant difference between how participants perceived employees who
speak in normal and fast speech rates (p’s> .1; See Table 2-4 for means).
Spillover effects. To test the spillover effects from employee evaluations to store
evaluations we ran a series of mediation tests using the bootstrapping method (Preacher
and Hayes 2008) using Hayes’s (2012) PROCESS macro model 4 with 5000 bootstrap
samples and 95% confidence level for confidence intervals. Since there were no
significant differences between the male and female actor (i.e., salesperson), we ran an
overall model. Additionally, since our results indicate that there is not a strong effect of
speech rate on openness to experience and neuroticism, and since theory suggests that
they do not connect to brand personality dimensions (Aaker 1997), we do not include
them as mediators. As shown in Figure 2-4, speech rate was a significant predictor of
employee’s extroversion (b=0.31, SE= 0.07, p< .001), agreeableness (b= 0.38, SE = 0.08,
p < .001), and conscientiousness (b= 0.0.41, SE = 0.08, p < .001).
Employee agreeableness (b= 0.62, SE = 0.06, p < .001) and employee
conscientiousness (b= 0.15, SE = 0.06, p < .05) significantly predicted store sincerity.
However, employee extroversion (b= 0.01, SE = 0.05, p > .1) had no significant impact
on store sincerity. Also, speech rate was no longer a predictor of store sincerity after
controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee extroversion, conscientiousness and
agreeableness; b= -0.08, SE= 0.06, p> .1).
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Figure 2-4 Spillover Effects Study 3
Model 1: Sincerity
Emp. Extroversion

Speech
Rate

0.38**

0.62 **

Emp. Agreeableness
-0.08 (0.22**)

Store
Sincerity

Emp. Conscientiousness
Estimates of indirect effects: Extroversion [-0.04, 0.04], Agreeableness [0.14, 0.36], Conscientiousness [0.002, 0.14]

Model 2: Excitement
Emp. Extroversion
0.38**
Speech
Rate

Emp. Agreeableness

Store
Excitement

-0.01 (0.24**)
Emp. Conscientiousness

Estimates of indirect effects: Extroversion [-0.05, 0.05], Agreeableness [0.09, 0.26], Conscientiousness [0.19,0.18]

Model 3: Competence
Emp. Extroversion

Speech
Rate

0.38**

Emp. Agreeableness

0.20**

-0.01 (0.24**)

Store
Competence

Emp. Conscientiousness
Estimates of indirect effects: Extroversion [-0.05, 0.05], Agreeableness [0.09, 0.26], Conscientiousness [0.02, 0.18]

Model 4: Sophistication
Emp. Extroversion
0.38 **
Speech
Rate

Emp. Agreeableness
-0.01 (0.22**)

Store
Sophistication

Emp. Conscientiousness
Estimates of indirect effects: Extroversion [-0.07, 0.03], Agreeableness [0.09, 0.28], Conscientiousness [0.01, 0.18]
Notes: (1) ** p< .005; *p< .05 (2) All estimate of indirect effects are 95% CI for 5,000 sample bootstrap
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Approximately 52% of the variance of store sincerity was accounted for by the
predictors (R2= 0.521). The results indicated that the indirect effects of both employee
agreeableness (b= 0.24, SE= 0.06, 95% CI = 0.14, 0.36) and conscientiousness (b= 0.06,
SE= 0.04, 95% CI = 0.002, 0.14) were significant. However, the indirect coefficient for
employee extroversion was insignificant (b= 0.002, SE= 0.02, 95% CI = -0.04, 0.04).
Employee agreeableness (b= 0.43, SE = 0.06, p < .001) and employee
conscientiousness (b= 0.20, SE = 0.07, p < .005) significantly predicted store excitement.
However, employee extroversion (b= <0.001, SE = 0.06, p > .1) had no significant
impact on store excitement. Also, speech rate was no longer a predictor of store
excitement after controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee extroversion,
conscientiousness and agreeableness; b= -0.01, SE= 0.07, p>0.1). Approximately 35% of
the variance of store excitement was accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.354). The
results indicated that the indirect effects of both employee agreeableness (b= 0.16, SE=
0.04, 95% CI = 0.09, 0.26) and conscientiousness (b= 0.08, SE= 0.04, 95% CI = 0.02,
0.18) were significant. However, the indirect coefficient for employee extroversion was
insignificant (b= <0.001, SE= 0.02, 95% CI = -0.05, 0.05).
Employee agreeableness (b= 0.24, SE = 0.06, p <0.001) and employee
conscientiousness (b= 0.20, SE = 0.07, p <0.001) significantly predicted store
competence. However, employee extroversion (b= -0.06, SE = 0.06, p >0.1) had no
significant impact on store competence. Also, speech rate was no longer a predictor of
store competence after controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee extroversion,
conscientiousness and agreeableness; b= 0.03, SE= 0.06, p>0.1). Approximately 43% of
the variance of store competence was accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.426). The
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results indicated that the indirect effects of both employee agreeableness (b= 0.09, SE=
0.03, 95% CI = 0.04, 0.17) and conscientiousness (b= 0.18, SE= 0.05, 95% CI = 0.10,
0.29) were significant. However, the indirect coefficient for employee extroversion was
insignificant (b= -0.02, SE= 0.02, 95% CI = -0.07, 0.02).
Lastly, employee agreeableness (b= 0.45, SE = 0.07, p <0.001) and employee
conscientiousness (b= 0.19, SE = 0.07, p <0.05) significantly predicted store
sophistication. However, employee extroversion (b= -0.07, SE = 0.07, p >0.1) had no
significant impact on store sophistication. Also, speech rate was no longer a predictor of
store sophistication after controlling for the mediators (i.e., employee extroversion,
conscientiousness and agreeableness; b= -0.01, SE= 0.08, p>0.1). Approximately 30% of
the variance of store competence was accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.302). The
results indicated that the indirect effects of both employee agreeableness (b= 0.17, SE=
0.05, 95% CI = 0.09, 0.28) and conscientiousness (b= 0.08, SE= 0.04, 95% CI = 0.01,
0.18) were significant. However, the indirect coefficient for employee extroversion was
insignificant (b= -0.02, SE= 0.03, 95% CI = -0.07, 0.03). In summary, the only two Big
Five personality dimensions that affected brand personality dimensions are employee
agreeableness and conscientiousness. Both Big Five personality traits affected the
participants’ perceptions of the brand’s (a) sincerity, (b) excitement, (c) competence, and
(d) sophistication. This lends further support to H3.

2.3.6.3. Discussion
Generally, study 3 replicated the results of the previous studies and provided
further support for H1, H2 and H3. Our results show that speech rates affect perceptions
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of the employee’s personality. Specifically, employees who spoke with slow speech rates
were seen as less extroverted, less agreeable and less conscientious. Speech rate also
affected the perceptions of the brands associated with the employees such that brands
were seen as less sincere, less exciting, less competent and less sophisticated when
associated with an employee who speaks in a slow speech rate versus an employee who
speaks in a fast speech rate. Our mediation tests show evidence of a spillover effect
between employee and brand personalities. However, the only two dimensions that
consistently spilled over to form the brand personality dimensions are agreeableness and
conscientiousness.
The purpose of this experiment was to expand the dimensions to include the Big
Five and all five brand personality perceptions. Our results indicate that speech rate
doesn’t significantly affect all brand personality dimensions. Specifically, speech rate
affected four of the five brand personality dimensions, namely, excitement, sincerity,
competence and sophistication; however, it didn’t affect ruggedness. We speculate the
reason speech rate did not affect ruggedness is that ruggedness would be better evaluated
by other aspects of speech, such as enunciation and word choice (for an example of
rugged speech in marketing research see Sirianni et al. (2013)). Additionally, speech rate
affected all five dimensions of human personality. However, contrary to expectation,
speech rate did not strongly affect neuroticism and openness to experience, and we
speculate the reason is because those two traits are more self-reported and are hard to
evaluate by others using a simplistic characteristic such as speech rate. We believe these
traits, if evaluated by others, are traits that would take time to accurately evaluate.
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We also aimed to explore the spillover effect between the Big Five and brand
personality dimensions. The association between brand personality and the Big Five
personality started with Aaker (1997)’s attempt to connect the two. She argued that three
brand personality dimensions relate to the Big Five human personality dimensions.
Specifically, Aaker (1997) stated that agreeableness and sincerity both capture warmth
and acceptance, extroversion and excitement capture energy and activity, and lastly,
conscientiousness and competence both encompass responsibility and dependability.
However, the dimensions of sophistication and ruggedness are not connected to any of
the Big Five human personality dimensions. Our results indicate that only agreeableness
and conscientiousness had an effect on the perceptions of the brand’s personality.
Research that examined the effects of brand personality on consumer personality found
that brand ruggedness and excitement only affected consumer personality assessment
under high intensity conditions as they are traits that are associated with traits that are
imagery provoking, whereas, sincerity and competence are more pallid and abstract
qualities (Fennis, Pruyn, and Maasland 2005). They suggested that brand ruggedness and
excitement only affect personality traits when processing time was relatively extended.
This can very much be true in the reverse process (i.e., employee personality affecting
brand personality perceptions), therefore, although Aaker (1997) suggested that
excitement and extroversion are related concepts, it would take extended exposure or
high intensity conditions for perceptions of the employee’s extroversion to reflect on the
brand’s excitement perceptions. However, we did find that conscientiousness and
agreeableness did impact perceptions of excitement, and we speculate that this occurred
due to the cross-loading on multiple factors of many items throughout the brand
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personality scale that was found by Austin et al. (2003). For example, they found that
“wholesome”, which is an item associated with the dimension “sincerity” in Aaker’s
brand personality scale, loaded on three other dimensions, namely, excitement,
sophistication and ruggedness. They also found that 21 items “want to correlate with each
other” (Austin et al. 2003, pg., 86). The item-correlations might explain why
conscientiousness and agreeableness, which are two factors of the big 5 (i.e., human
personality), spilled over to affect excitement (i.e., brand personality) as well.

2.4 General Discussion

People spend considerable effort forming and managing impressions of
themselves and others, particularly when engaging in the initial stage of interactions
(Berger & Calabrese 1975). One mechanism of forming impressions is by examining the
company a certain individual keeps (e.g., Walther et al. 2008; Utz 2010). As brands
develop human characteristics (Aaker 1997) it becomes increasingly important to
understand the effects of the company the brand keeps (i.e., frontline employees).
Research has recognized the role of frontline employees in forming impressions of brand
personalities, however, scant research has examined what aspects of the frontline
employees are important (Sirianni et al. 2013). Sirianni et al. (2013) were the first to test
the impact of frontline employee behaviors in service encounters on brand personalities.
We extend their research by examining the effects of employee sensory cues on the
perceived employee and brand personalities. Research shows that customers rely on their
sensory experiences to form feelings and thoughts about the brand (Hultén 2011). We
examine the effects of employee speech rate on personality perceptions. Across four
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studies we show that participants generally preferred frontline employees who speak in a
fast or normal speech rate to those who speak in a slow speech rate, and associated
positive personality traits with them.
Also, mediation tests show a spillover effect between the perceptions of the
frontline employee’s personality and the formation of the brand personality. Therefore,
we empirically show that perceived personality of the frontline employee “spills over” to
create the perceived personality of the brand. This spillover links only certain employee
characteristics to certain brand characteristics. For example, studies 1A, 1B and 2, all
show that the perception of the employee’s competence and sincerity affect the
perception of the brand’s competence and sincerity. However, the perception of the
brand’s sophistication is only affected by the perception of the employee’s sophistication.
Study 3 shows that only agreeableness (which is similar in trait to sincerity; Aaker 1997)
and conscientiousness (which is similar in trait to competence; Aaker 1997) are strongly
linked to dimensions of brand personality. This is particularly important as organizations
strive to communicate company-based brand image. By hiring employees that encompass
attributes of conscientiousness (e.g., efficient, precise, productive, and reliable) and
agreeable (e.g., affectionate, altruistic, authentic and cordial), brands can build more
favorable brand personality perceptions, specifically, more sincere, exciting, competent
and sophisticated brands.
Our research offers four major theoretical contributions. First, we expand on the
brand literature by investigating the effects of employee sensory cues as a tool for
building brand personalities. We show that sensory cues can help form perceptions of
brand personalities through personality perceptions of frontline employees. By that we
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expand the notion of branded service encounters that was presented by Sirianni et al.
(2013) to include non-verbal cues. We show that with successful implementation
marketers can create and maintain particular personality dimensions through the
management of their employee sensory cues. Secondly, we answer a call by Dahl (2010)
requesting research addressing the connection between voice characteristics and the
spokesperson’s personality. He also calls for research addressing the association between
voice characteristics, audience perceptions, and the formation of brand impressions. We
answer this call by showing through the four studies the connection between speech rate
and the perceptions of the employee’s and brand’s personalities. We also show a possible
process of brand personality formation by the spillover from employee personality
perceptions. Thirdly, we expand the literature on brand personality to show a potential
process of how brand personality is created in the minds of the consumers. We show that
in service encounters, consumers associate the aspect of the frontline employee with the
personality of the brand the employee represents. Hence, if consumers perceive an
employee to be competent, for example, consumers will also perceive the brand that the
employee represents to be competent as well. We show across three experiments that
participants perceive fast speakers to hold positive personality traits, and these
perceptions are supported in the northern and southern United States. We also show that
there is no significant difference between personality perceptions of fast (i.e. 130% of
normal speech) speakers and normal (i.e., original speech rate) speakers.
Our results provide managers with evidence of the power of frontline employees
in communicating brand meaning, especially brand personalities. Specifically, we suggest
that marketers deliberately design their employee sensory cues to successfully create and
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manage firm-based brand personalities. For example, they might train employees to
speak at a slightly faster rate than normal or they might try to hire naturally fast-talkers.
Our research provides a great starting point to understanding the effects of nonverbal
cues on employee and brand perceptions. It opens the doors for future research avenues.
For example, although our stimuli used live recordings and visual renditions of the
situations represented, future research could use field experiments to ensure that our
findings replicate in non-lab environments. Additionally, our research sought to
investigate simple interactions, however, some research shows that listeners may also
infer that fast speakers are trying to deceive listeners by speaking too quickly to allow for
careful attention to the message content (Herbst, Finkel, Allan, and Fitzsimons 2012).
This may be a function of complexity or context of information communicated. Future
research could examine the effects of information complexity and context. Finally, our
research examined the effects of speech rate in a clothing store; however, there are other
contexts where speaking fast is considered cliché or a major sign of deception, such as a
used car lot. Future research could examine the differences in the effects of speech rate in
different selling contexts.
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CHAPTER 3
THE EMOJIFICATION OF BRANDS: EMOJI AS NONVERBAL CUES IN
CONSUMER-BRAND INTERACTIONS ONLINE
“Emoji are the basis of active conversation.”
--Rob Pace, CEO of HundredX
3.1 Introduction

There is a noticeable increase in computer-mediated communication (CMC), with
the majority being typewritten (Adrianson 2001). CMC, which is defined as any human
communication that occurs through the use of two or more electronic devices (McQuail
2005), has been on the rise due to rapid advancements in technology and the vast options
of communication mediums, such as email, social networks, and chats. Robinson and
Stubberud (2012) suggest that college students and members of the next generation are
highly involved with using technology to communicate and stay connected. They state
that, “stories of people texting each other while sitting side by side are pervasive,
suggesting that technology-mediated communication is preferred over all other methods”
(2012 p.105).
Social networks, such as Twitter and Facebook, have particularly become primary
sources of online communications and have changed the nature of communication for
individuals and businesses alike. Twitter, for example, has 320 million active users
(Twitter 2016), with 100 million daily active users tweeting approximately 550 million
tweets per day (Internet Live Stats 2016). Similarly, Facebook has 1.55 billion active
users, with 1.01 billion daily active users, a 17% year-by-year increase (Facebook 2015),
posting over 2 trillion Facebook posts as of October 2015 (Constine 2015). Finally,
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Davidson (2015) states that consumers devote on average a quarter of their time online,
with 28% of that time spent on social media. This seems to be a stably increasing trend as
there will be nearly 2.97 billion mobile Internet users by the year 2017, according to data
by eMarketer (2014).
Given the tremendous popularity of social media, which can be generally defined
as web-based platforms that enable users to connect, share and contribute to the creation
of content that is visible to all (Bradley 2010), researchers and practitioners have
encouraged brands to be actively present in social media and to capitalize on it in order to
survive (Hagel and Armstrong 1997; Wellman and Guila 1999; Edelman 2010; Hanna,
Rohm and Crittenden 2001; Kaplan and Haenlein 2010; Kietzmann, Hermkens,
McCarthy and Silvestre 2011). Researchers have also encouraged businesses to seek out
innovative ways to establish consumer-brand relationships (Mitchell and Orwig 2002).
Brands seem to be following the advice and have increased their social media presence.
For example, Mobertz (2014) states that 78% of brands have a dedicated social media
team. As of 2011, there are more than 37 million business pages on Facebook with some
pages having more than 20 million likes (e.g. Lady Gaga, Disney and Manchester United;
Facebook 2011). Furthermore, among the 2,000 brands researched by Yesmail, a digital
marketing service provider, 80% have Facebook pages, 82% are active on Twitter, 60%
engage on YouTube, and 33% have a Google+ profile (Yesmail 2015). Lastly, Mobertz
(2014) shows that 80% of brands are conducting social advertising, and 24% of brands
are participating in social listening. She argues that social media provides a human sense
and connection that brands can utilize to develop stronger consumer-brand relationships.
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However, Centric Marketing (2013) conducted a survey on US college students
and found that nearly half of the participants stated they don’t believe brands should be
on social media; 78% follow four or fewer brands on social media; and nearly 39% report
that they do not follow any brands. Moreover, research shows that 68% of U.S.
consumers say that they mostly or always ignore brand posts on every social media
(Coffee 2014). Additionally, only 15% of U.S. customers find brands’ social media posts
trustworthy, amounting to half the trust rate consumers assign to information on
companies’ websites (Adobe 2013). Finally, Fournier and Avery (2011) argue that brands
are “uninvited crashers” of social media implying that social media is made for
connecting people and not brands. Therefore, despite recommendations to connect with
consumers on social media, brands do not appear to be successfully bonding with
consumers online. Why are brands seen as social media imposers?
We argue that the answer depends on the brands’ ability to manage and mitigate
the limitations CMC imposes on brand-consumer interactions. Online or computermediated communications (CMC) lack many of the nonverbal cues that typically occur
during Face-To-Face communications (FTFC) and help build social bonds. In CMC, the
nonverbal cues and behaviors that provide information, regulate social interaction,
express intimacy (e.g., Ekman& Friesen 1969), and regulate emotional expressions (Lee
& Wagner 2002), are lost. This implies that not all information is transferred through
CMC (McKenna & Bargh 2000) leaving researchers to argue that CMC is an impersonal
and cold medium of communication (e.g., Rice and Love 1987; Culnan and Markus
1987; Sproull and Kiesler 1986).
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Given the emotionless medium of communication, nonverbal cues become
increasingly important as brands begin to take on human-like personalities that allow
consumers to interact with and evaluate those brands as they would interact and evaluate
persons in human-to-human interactions. Additionally, research on consumer-brand
relationship (e.g., Aggarwal 2004; Aggarwal and Law 2005; Aggarwal and Zhang 2006;
Esch, Langer, Schmitt and Geus 2006; Foo, Douglas and Jack 2008; Fournier 1998;
Johnson and Grimm 2010; Mathwick 2002) suggests that consumers employ
interpersonal relationship norms when interacting with brands and the level of adherence
to those norms will affect consumers’ brand evaluations (Li and Li 2014).
We propose that the lack of nonverbal cues in CMC decreases perceptions of
brand personality and trust for brands that are active on social media. However, when
brands compensate for the lack of nonverbal cues by providing alternatives that play the
same roles of nonverbal cues, they are perceived more positively and perceptions of trust
increase as well. We propose that one tool that can be used as a substitution to FTFC
nonverbal cues in CMC is emoji, which are two-dimensional pictographs. We draw on
literature from social response theory, social information processing, uncertainty
reduction theory and social presence theory, and brand trust to show how emoji can be
used to mitigate the effects of the lack of nonverbal cues in CMC, which in turn affects
trust. We focus on trust and brand sincerity for their important role in establishing strong
consumer-brand relationships. Trust, which can be defined as one’s confidence in their
partner’s reliability and integrity (Morgan and Hunt 1994), is an essential building block
in fostering strong relationships. Berry (1996) suggests that trust is perhaps the single
most powerful relationship marketing tool. Additionally, Spekman (1988) asserts that
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trust is the cornerstone of long-term relationships. Research also contends that trust is key
to gaining customer loyalty (Reichheld and Schefter 2000).
Another foundation for strong consumer-brand relationships is perceived
personality. According to research on interpersonal relationships, perceptions of both
parties’ personalities are a major constituent of any relationship (Baldwin 1992; Robins,
Caspi and Moffitt 2000). Additionally, research on brand-consumer relationships,
suggests that brand personality, which can be defined as “the set of human characteristics
associated with a brand” (Aaker 1997, p. 347), are an essential part of creating strong
consumer-brand relationships (Aaker et al. 2004). Even though Aaker (1997) derived five
personality traits for brands, Aaker et al. (2004) discussed that one in particular is
important in establishing long-term consumer-brand relationships. Sincerity, which is a
personality trait associated with brands such as Hallmark and Ford (Smith 2001),
includes traits such as warmth, family orientation, care, consideration and nurturance
(Aaker 1997). These traits have been shown by research to be positively associated with
relationship strength in interpersonal relationships (Buss 1991; Robins, Caspi and Moffitt
2000). Sincerity can also create a sense of dependability and trustworthiness among
partners (Aaker 1999), which in turn supports relationship growth (Moorman, Deshpandé
and Zaltman 1993).

3.2 Conceptual Background
3.2.1 My Humanlike Technology Friend: Social Response Theory

Previous research has suggested similarities between human-computer
relationships and interpersonal relationships, such that people treat interactions with

61

computers as social encounters (Moon 2000; Moon 2003; Nass and Moon 2000). These
interactions occur subconsciously and automatically despite the individual characteristics
of the human behind the computer (Nass et al. 1994; Nass and Moon 2000; Sunder and
Nass 2000). In other words, the computer works as an independent social actor in its own
right. Furthermore, social response theory dictates that when people are “presented with a
technology possessing a set of characteristics normally associated with humans, people
respond by exhibiting social behaviors and making social attributions towards the
interactions” (Moon 2003; Nass and Moon 2000). Additionally, social response theory
states that these social responses are neither the result of users’ illiteracy in computers nor
any psychological or social dysfunction (Moon 2003).
Numerous studies have supported social response theory and have shown that
people employ social expectations and rules to computers, such as politeness (Nass et al.
1999; Tzeng 2006), self-disclosure (Moon 2000), reciprocity (Fogg and Nass 1997),
perceived computer personality (Moon and Nass 1996) and in-group/out-group
affiliations (Nass, Fogg and Moon 1996). Social response theorists provide two
explanations to why people attribute interpersonal norms to computers. On the one hand,
researchers suggest that humans are naturally social beings biased toward a social
orientation (Moon 2000). On the other hand, researchers argue that humans are lazy
information processors (Eagly and Chaiken 1993; Fiske and Taylor 1984; Nass and Moon
2000). They suggest that humans engage in mindless behavior (Nass and Moon 2000) as
a way to avoid extensive information processing. Therefore, when interacting with
technology that displays behaviors that are similar to human behavior, people
automatically respond in a social manner.

62

Research shows that social response theory extends to websites (Brown,
Broderick and Lee 2007; Magee and Kalyanaraman 2010; Wakefield, Wakefield, Baker
and Wang 2011; Wang, Baker, Wagner and Wakefield 2007) and social media (Huang
and Lin 2011; Pentina, Zhang, and Basmanova 2013). Researchers argue that websites
can also operate as independent social actors, therefore, allowing individuals to establish
long term relationships and apply social norms to these websites. Hence, it is safe to
assume that individuals’ communication with brands on social media, such as Facebook
and Twitter, will resemble interpersonal communication, therefore, allowing people to
apply social norms during interactions independent of the actual social media managers
managing the pages.
However, nonverbal cues - a major part of establishing positive interpersonal
relationships generally, and consumer-brand relationships specifically - are absent in
CMC. Mahrabian (1971) argues the contribution of the purely linguistic elements to our
actual FTFC is only about 7%, while non-verbal information accounts for about 55% and
prosodic features comprise 38% of the whole contents of our real FTFC. Additionally,
social presence theory (SPT; Short, Williams, Christie 1976) contends that the reduction
or absence of nonverbal cues lead to reductions in the capacity to send and receive
interpersonal impressions and warmth. This is called the cues-filtered-out approach
(CFOA; Culnan and Markus 1987). CFOA maintains that relational information is
derived from nonverbal cues such as physical appearance, facial expressions and bodily
movements, all of which are absent in CMC. Additionally, as bandwidth narrows, CMC
allows less social presence and creates more psychological distance, which leads to a less
friendly, less emotional, and more serious communication (Rice and Love 1987).
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Researchers have also argued that CMC is an impersonal and cold medium of
communication (e.g., Rice and Love 1987; Culnan and Markus 1987; Sproull and Kiesler
1986), which lacks the level of intimacy and self-disclosure that normally accompanies
FTFC (Calhoun 1991).
However, research on social information processing (SIP), shows that the
limitations CMC imposes on interactions can be overcome over time as CMC users adapt
to the medium in order to express social messages (Walther 2008; Walther, Anderson and
Park 1994; Walther and Burgoon 1992; Walther et al. 2005). The theory contends that
communicators utilize “whatever communication cue systems they have at their disposal
when motivated to form impressions and develop relationships” (Walther et al. 2005, pg.
37). Such cue systems include stylistic and contextual cues (for a review, see Walther
and Parks 2002). According to SIP, individuals can develop relationships online similar
to or better than face-to-face interactions. Despite the unavailability of nonverbal cues,
the communication systems that are employed do the work of those that are unavailable
(Walther, 2008). Additionally, when individuals are allowed sufficient time and are
motivated to exchange social information, relationships can develop via CMC (Walther
& Burgoon, 1992; Walther, 1996).
Extending these finding to consumer-brand relationship, one can assume that it is
possible to establish strong relationships with brands online; however, the impersonality
of CMC generally, and social media communications specifically, impede this process.
Nonetheless, one way of remedying the impersonality of CMC is to find a way to
substitute for the lack of nonverbal cues. Based on SIP, which suggests that people use
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contextual and stylistic cues to cope with the lack of nonverbal cues in CMC, we suggest
that one such cue is emoji.

3.2.2 Emoji Me Personable: Emoji as Self-Generated cues
Emoticons, which is short for “emotion icons,” are graphics composed of ASCII
text that emerged as an effort to compensate for the lack of auditory and visual
information in CMC (Rice &Love 1987; Sproull & Kiesler 1985), and serve some of the
functions of the non-verbal cues in FTFC (Derks, Bos, & von Grumbkow 2007), which
includes adding sentimental value to text-based communication (Novak et al. 2015).
Emoticons were first used by professor Scott Fahlman in a message on the computer
science board where he proposed the use of :-) and :-( as a way to distinguish jokes from
more serious posts (Novak et al. 2015). Emoticons have since been instantiated in the
form of a two-dimensional icon known as emoji.
Emoji are “graphic symbols, ideograms, that represent not only facial expressions,
but also concepts and ideas, such as celebrations, weather, vehicles and buildings, food
and drink, animals and plants, or emotions, feelings, and activities” (Novak et al. 2015).
Originally meaning pictogram, the word emoji originates from the Japanese “e”, which
means picture, and “moji”, which means character. Emoji were created in the late 1990s
by Shigetaka Kurila, who worked for NTT DoCoMo, a Japanese communications firm.
Shigetaka got his inspiration for emoji from weather forecasts that used symbols to show
weather, and from manga that used stock symbols to express emotions, such as light
bulbs signifying inspiration (Wikipedia February 2016). The Unicode Consortium, a
nonprofit corporation that standardizes software, regulates emoji, which can be
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categorized into eight major categories: smileys and people, animal and nature, food and
drink, activity, travel and places, objects, symbols, and flags (Emojipedia February
2016).
Emoji have seen an explosive growth in use since the introduction of the emoji
keyboard by Apple in 2011 and by Android in 2013. Instagram (2015), for example,
reported that half of the comments and captions posted on their site included at least one
emoji. Emoji Tracker (http://emojitracker.com/), which is a website that tracks emoji use
on twitter in real time, shows emoji used in the billions by the day. Swyft Media, a
creator and distributor of branded content, estimates that 6 billion emoji are sent out
every day across the world (Dua 2015). Finally, the Global Language Monitor found that
the most frequently used word in the English language in 2014 was the heart emoji,
which is being used billions of time a day across all platforms (Global Language Monitor
2014). To date there are 845 emoji supported across most platforms, and 1,620 emoji
supported in iOS 9 (Emojipedia February, 2016). Emoji are being used in a multitude of
ways including, but not limited to, songs and books being translated into emoji (e.g.
Beyoncé’s “Drunk in Love,” R. Kelly’s “Trapped in the Closet,” and the book Moby
Dick titled Emoji Dick), creating emoji art and design shows (Emoji Art and Design
Show 2013), and support systems for domestic violence (Sanghani 2015) and bullying
victims (Nudd 2015). There is even an emoji dictionary, which relies on the crowd to
define all the different emoji (The Emoji Dictionary 2016;
www.emojidictionary.emojifoundation.com).
Furthermore, brands felt the need to jump on the bandwagon of this up and
coming communication tool in order to better communicate with their customers. Brands
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have been using emoji in regular communications with consumers on social media. A
report by Simply Measured showed that 35% of the Interbrand 100 companies’ Instagram
posts contained an emoji during a 30-day period (Simply Measured 2015). Larry King
(2015), a Marketing Land Social Media contributor, wrote a blog explaining how using
emoji in his posts increased social engagement with the post by 24.5%. Additionally,
companies like Burger King, Ikea, Mentos, and Comedy Central are among several
brands that have created their own branded emoji in partnership with emoji-specialized
platforms such as Swyft Media and Snaps. According to Swyft Media and Snaps, these
branded emoji, be it stand-alone or keyboards, have proven successful. The Chicken Fries
Keyboard that was introduced by Burger King, for example, has garnered huge success,
according to Snaps. They found that the keyboard generated 55% more favorable
attitudes towards the product, 39% higher purchase intentions, 36% greater likelihood to
recommend, and 60% more likely to consider the product as a “fun” product. An emoji
set created for Gwen Stefani by Swyft Media reported 788,000 downloads, 13,500 hours
of engagement, and 53.4 million total impressions. The use is not only restricted with
building emoji keyboards. Companies are also using existing emoji to provide services.
Dominoes, for example, rolled out an emoji ordering system, which won a Titanium
Grand Prix (Creativity 2015), which is rewarded to “creative ideas that point to a new
direction for the industry and redefine the creative landscape” (Cannes Lions n.d.).
Therefore, emoji seem to be a developing trend for both brands and consumers.
According to research by Dresner and Herring (2010), emoji fulfill three linguistic
functions: (1) emotional indicators that are mapped directly into facial expressions (e.g.
happiness); (2) non-emotional indicators mapped conventionally onto facial expressions
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(e.g. sarcasm); and (3) as indication of illocutionary force that do not map onto facial
expressions (e.g., smileys mitigating the investment of an utterance). However, despite
these linguistic functions, emoji cannot be considered a developing language due to their
limited vocabulary and grammatical structures, according to Neil Cohn (2015), an expert
researcher in visual language. Nonetheless, emoji take on the role of gestures in spoken
language. Research shows that natural language is rarely speech alone. Rather, when
people speak, they are constantly using gestures, such as facial and hand gestures to
elucidate what is being communicated (Goldin- Meadow 1999, 2003a; McNeill, 1992,
2000b), therefore, making language multi-modal (Cohn 2015). Given the similarities
between how gestures are used and the roles emoji play in communication, emoji can be
considered a stylistic cue used by people in order to compensate for the lack of nonverbal
cues in CMC, according to SIP (Walther 1992). Just as nonverbal cues can be used to
provide information, regulate social interaction, express intimacy (e.g., Ekman& Friesen
1969), and regulate emotional expressions (Lee & Wagner 2002), we suggest emoji can
be used as a substitute for these nonverbal cues by increasing social presence, leading to
friendlier, more emotional, more personable, and less serious communication, and
ultimately, increased evaluation of others.
3.2.3 Let’s Define Our Relationship: Communal Vs. Exchange Relationships

According to the literature on interpersonal relationships, there are two types of
relationships: communal and exchange (Clark and Mills 1979, 1993, 1994, 201l). The
main separator of the two relationships is the social norms that govern the exchange of
benefits (Clark and Mills 1993, 2011). Benefit is defined as “something one member of a
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relationship chooses to give to the other that is, in the donor’s opinion (and typically in
the respondent’s and outside observers’ as well), of use or value” (Clark and Mills 2011,
pg. 233).
On one hand, an exchange relationship, a term derived from economic exchange,
is based on the assumption that benefits are given with the expectation of receiving a
comparable benefit in return. Individuals view the benefit as a debt and/or obligation that
must be paid. In other words, each individual is concerned with how much she or he
receives in exchange for benefiting another individual, and how much is owed if the
former individual received a benefit (Clark and Mills 1979, 1993, 2011). Exchange
relationships are not necessarily associated with the expectations of a long-term
relationship (Clark and Mills 2011). Examples include business relationships and
relationships between acquaintances, and strangers meeting for the first time (Clark and
Mills 2011). A communal relationship, on the other hand, is derived from social
exchange, in which benefits are given in support of the other’s welfare without the
donor’s expectation of an obligation of the receiver to repay (Clark and Mills 1979,
2011). Examples of communal relationships include relationships with family members,
siblings, spouses and romantic partners.
The two types of interpersonal relationships are not foreign to the marketing
literature. Many researchers have applied these concepts to consumer-brand relationships
(e.g., Aggarwal 2004; Aggarwal and Law 2005; Aggarwal and Zhang 2006; Esch,
Langner, Schmitt and Geus 2006; Johnson and Grimm 2010). Aggarwal (2004) states that
the exchange and communal relationships are useful when studying the relationships
individuals form with brands. Taking into account that each relationship type has its own
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behavioral norms, consumers then use these distinct norms (i.e., the norms that govern
these relationships) to guide their behaviors and evaluations of the brand (pg. 89).
Aggarwal (2004) argues that when consumers form a relationship with a particular brand,
that brand is assessed in the same manner as individuals in a society, resulting in a
negative evaluation if the brand violates the norms of the relationship, and positive
evaluations if brands conform to the norms of the relationship.

3.2.4 Emoji, Relationships, Brand Trust and Sincerity

Given the differences in emotional and social expectations in communal and
exchange relationships, we argue that emoji’s effectiveness in building relationships and
substituting for non-verbal cues will depend on their emotional content. As such, we
classify emoji based on the emotional content they display, rather than using the more
representational taxonomy used by the industry (i.e., smileys and people, animal and
nature, food and drink, activity, travel and places, objects, symbols, and flags).
Specifically, we consider three categories: (1) High-level emotional emoji, which are
defined as those that communicate intimacy, love, or a high degree of closeness with the
receiver; (2) Low-level emotional emoji, which are defined as those that indicate positive
or negative affect but do not imply or communicate a level of closeness with the receiver;
and finally, (3) Functional emoji, which are defined as those that do not communicate
specific feelings, but rather represent objects or concepts (See Table 3-1 for examples). It
is important to point out that this classification is not exhaustive, however, it is a good
starting classification for the purposes of our research.
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Table 3-1 Emoji Classifications
Classification

Definition

Examples

High-Level Emotional
Emoji

Communicate intimacy, love, or
a high degree of closeness with
the receiver

Low-Level Emotional
Emoji

Emoji that indicate positive or
negative affect but do not imply
or communicate a level of
closeness with the receiver

Functional Emoji

Emoji that do not communicate
specific feelings, but rather
represent objects or concepts

Since communal relationships can be considered more intimate in nature, and
people who are engaged in a communal relationship are more responsive to others’
emotional states (Aggarwal 2004), we argue that consumers will generally be more
receptive to emoji that are generated from the person involved in the relationship, since it
shows a level of engagement and involvement from the sender (i.e., brand; Anderson,
Guerrero and Jones 2006). Such nonverbal expressions include a wide range of behaviors
that reflect both positive affect and involvement, such as a gaze, smile, and affirming
head nods (Anderson, Guerrero, and Jones 2006). Therefore, consumers involved in a
communal relationship with a brand would be particularly more receptive to emoji that
encompass emotions and emotional states. Additionally, in communal relationships,
expressing intimacy and emotion is consistent with the norms of the relationship, as the
relationship is based on the level of care and concern each party exhibits to the other.
Therefore, we propose that emoji with emotional content (i.e., high- or low-level
emotional emoji) would result in higher perceptions of brand trust and sincerity than
functional emoji or the lack of emoji.
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However, individuals engaged in an exchange relationship are void of intimacy
due to the nature of the exchange (i.e., quid pro quo). In exchange relationships, both
parties are more concerned about receiving comparable benefits from each other, and
keeping track of inputs and outcomes in a joint task. Therefore, exchange relationships
are more formal in nature, and people engaged in exchange relationships are less
receptive to emotional display. Additionally, expressing intimacy and/or emotional
closeness would violate the norms of the exchange relationship. Therefore, we propose
that the functional emoji (i.e., emoji that lack emotional content) or the lack of emoji
would result in higher perceptions of brand trust and sincerity than emoji that contain
emotional content (i.e., high-or low- level emotional emoji). Therefore, we propose the
following:
H1: Relationship type will moderate the effectiveness of emoji use such that the
use of emoji in (a) communal relationships will increase trust perceptions;
however, the use of emoji in (b) exchange relationships will decrease trust
perceptions.

H2: Relationship type will moderate the effectiveness of emoji use such that the
use of emoji in (a) communal relationships will increase sincerity perceptions;
however, the use of emoji in (b) exchange relationships will decrease sincerity
perceptions.
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H3: The emotional content of the emoji will moderate the effectiveness of emoji
use such that in (a) communal relationships, an increase in the emotional
content of emoji will increase trust; however, in (b) exchange relationships, an
increase in emotional content of emoji will decrease trust perceptions.

H4: The emotional content of the emoji will moderate the effectiveness of emoji
use such that in (a) communal relationships, an increase in the emotional
content of emoji will increase sincerity perceptions; however, in (b)
exchange relationships, an increase in emotional content of emoji will
decrease sincerity perceptions.

3.3 Methodology
3.3.1 Pretest
3.3.1.1 Design and Procedure

The purpose of the pretest is to ensure the effectiveness of our relationship type
manipulations and the emoji used in the scenario. Seventy-four participants (40.5% Male)
were recruited from MTurk in exchange for monetary compensation. Six participants
were removed for failing the attention check resulting in a final count of sixty-eight
participants. The participants were exposed to either a communal or an exchange
relationship scenario (see Appendix A) and then answered questions designed to assess
the effectiveness of the scenario manipulations. The scale, which was adopted from
Aggarwal (2004), included 12 questions, 7 of which were measuring communal
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relationships (have warm feelings, helps in times of need, you’d miss them if you moved
away, they treat you special, they care, they like you, you care for them). The remaining
5 questions measured exchange relationships (good value for your money, gives service
to get business, you get your money’s worth, the quality of their service is good, the
quality of their products is good). All items were measured on 7-point scales (1: strongly
disagree to 7: strongly agree). The summated score of the exchange scale was subtracted
from the summated score of the communal scale to compute a net communal score. In
other words:
𝑁𝑒𝑡 𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑢𝑛𝑎𝑙 𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒 = 𝑆𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑢𝑛𝑎𝑙 𝑆𝑐𝑎𝑙𝑒 − 𝑆𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝐸𝑥𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑛𝑔𝑒 𝑠𝑐𝑎𝑙𝑒

The net communal score suggests that higher values indicate a higher perceived
communal relationship. Participants were also asked to answer the 20-item PANAS scale
(Watson, Clark and Tellegen 1988) to assess the level of positive affect perceived by the
participants in order to rule out positive affect as an alternative explanation. All questions
were measured on seven-point scales (1: Not at all, 7: Very much).
The participants were then presented with 4 random emoji (see Table 3-2 for list of
all the emoji presented in the pretest), and asked measures regarding those emoji. The
questions involved perceptions of what the emoji represents (This emoji (1) suggests
closeness, (2) represents a positive emotion, (3) represents a negative emotion, (4) is used
to communicate emotion, and (5) is used to communicate ideas), and the appropriateness
of usage in the following communications: (1) a message to a close family member, (2) a
message to a friend, (3) a message to a casual acquaintance, and (4) in a business
communication. Lastly, they were asked about their level of comfort with using emoji (1:
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Extremely uncomfortable, 7: Extremely comfortable), their knowledge in emoji (1: Not
knowledgeable at all, 7: Extremely knowledgeable), their familiarity with the emoji (1: Not
familiar, 7: Very familiar) and how frequently they use emoji in their personal
communications (1: Never, 7: Always).

3.3.1.2. Pretest Results
Scenario manipulation checks. The net communality score was computed by
subtracting the summated score of the 7 items that measure exchange relationships (=
0.92) from the summated scale of the 5 items that measure communal relationships (=
0.83). Higher net communality scores indicate that a relationship is perceived as more
communal. As predicted, communal participants provided a higher net communality score
(MCo= 9.27) than exchange (MEx = 5.97; F (1, 66) = 3.389, p=0.07). Finally, the negative
affect items of the PANAS scale were reverse coded and added to the positive affect items
for an overall affect score; our results indicate that there was no significant difference
between scenarios on PANAS scale by the participants (Mc = 4.65, ME = 4.33; p> .1).

Table 3-2 Pretest Emoji
Classification

Emoji

High-Level Emotional Emoji

Low-Level Emotional Emoji

Functional Emoji

75

Emoji. Participants scored average on general frequency of use (M = 4.47; 1: Never,
7: Always), comfort in using (M = 5.21; 1: Very uncomfortable, 7: Very comfortable), and
knowledge of (M = 4.77; 1: Very unknowledgeable, 7: Very knowledgeable) emoji. The
purpose of the pretest is to select emoji to use in the main study. As discussed earlier, we
considered three classifications of emoji: high-level emotional, low-level emotional, and
functional emoji. Means were calculated to test the level of closeness and emotion these
emoji represent (see summary means and significant differences in Appendix B). Our
results suggest that the heart is the best emoji to represent high-level emotional emoji,
whereas, the smiley face is the best to represent low-level emotional emoji, and lastly, the
coffee mug is the best to represent functional emoji. As discussed earlier, high-level
emotional emoji are emoji that communicate intimacy, love or a high degree of closeness
with the receiver. The heart is significantly higher on emotion (MH= 6.36) and closeness
(MH= 6.36) than all other emoji in its categories and others as well (p’s <0.05). However,
the smiley face is high on emotion (MS= 6.14), yet significantly lower in the level of
closeness than the heart (MS= 4.18, p<0.05), which is characteristic of the low-level
emotional emoji that communicate emotion without a level of closeness. Finally, the coffee
mug is significantly lower in both aspects of closeness (MC= 2.92) and emotion (MC= 3.16)
than the heart and smiley (p’s <0.05), yet higher in concreteness (MC= 5.60) than all other
emoji in its category and other categories as well (MH= 4.48, MS= 4.18, p’s<0.05; For full
results see Appendix B).
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3.3.2 Study 1
3.3.2.1 Design and Participants

The purpose of this study is to test hypotheses H1-H4. Study 1 adopted a 4
(Emoji: no emoji vs. functional vs. low-level emotional vs. high-level emotional) x 2
(Relationship type: Communal vs. Exchange) between-subjects design. Three-hundred
and fifty-four participants (54.8% female; Mage = 35.3 years old) were recruited from
Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and received monetary compensation.

3.3.2.2 Stimuli and Procedure

Participants were presented with a brief description of their relationship with a
fictitious café (See Appendix A). Prior work shows that even without actual long-term
relationships, the effects of relationship norms can be observed in laboratory experiments
(Clark and Mills 1993). Therefore, participants were randomly assigned to two scenarios
that will trigger relationship norms, namely communal and exchange.
After reading the relationship scenarios, participants answered the relationship
manipulation check questions. The scale was identical to the scale used in the pretest and
a net communal score was calculated by subtracting the exchange score (= 0.79) from
the communal score (= 0.88). Then the participants viewed a Facebook post from
Premium Cup Café and responded to a set of questions. The post was the following:
“Let us help wake you up this morning. Brand new coffee flavors
available today! (no emoji or picture of functional, low-level emotional,
or high-level emotional emoji).”
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3.3.2.3 Measures
Participants were asked to rate their perceptions of brand’s trust and sincerity.
Trust was measured using the following items: (1) I trust Premium Cup Café, (2)
Premium Cup Café is an honest brand and (3) Premium Cup Café is a trustworthy brand
(= 0.88). Sincerity was measured using the following items: (1) down-to-earth, (2)
wholesome, and (3) genuine (= 0.81).
Participants were later asked about their emoji literacy and their Facebook
consumption, both of which were used as control variables. Emoji literacy included the
following items: (1) frequency of emoji use (1: Never, 7: Always), (2) comfort with
emoji use (1: Very uncomfortable, 7: Very comfortable), and (3) knowledge in emoji (1:
Very unknowledgeable, 7: Very knowledgeable; = 0.86). Finally, Facebook habits was
measured using the following item: How frequently do you use Facebook (1: Never, 8:
More than once a day).

3.3.2.4 Results

Relationship type manipulation check. The net communality score was computed
by subtracting the summated score of the 7 items that measure exchange relationships
from the summated scale of the 5 items that measure communal relationships. Higher
scores indicate that a relationship is perceived as more communal. As predicted,
communal participants provided a higher net communality score (MCo= 10.30) than
exchange (MEx = 6.52; F (1, 344) = 41.181, p <0.001; 2= 0.107).
Perceptions of trust. To test H1, we coded the emoji-type variable as a 2-level
variable to indicate presence or absence of emoji, and then ran a 2-way ANCOVA with

78

relationship type and emoji presence as the predictors. We included emoji literacy and
Facebook use as covariates1. The results show a significant interaction effect between
relationship type and emoji presence (F (1,348) = 11.613, p<0.005, 2= 0.032). As shown
in Table 3-3, in communal relationships, brands that used emoji in their posts (ME= 5.95,
p <.05) were seen as more trustworthy than brands that did not use emoji in their posts
(MNE= 5.58). In exchange relationships, brands that used emoji in their posts (ME = 5.79,
p<0.05) were viewed as less trustworthy than brands that did not use emoji in their posts
(MNE= 6.19). These results support H1.

Table 3-3 Summary Means of Emoji Presence- Study 1
Emoji
Trust
Sincerity

Communal
Exchange
Communal
Exchange

No Emoji

Emoji

5.58a
6.19a
5.73a
6.17a

5.95b
5.79b
5.99b*
5.77b

Note: (1) different letters denote a significant difference at a 0.05
level. (2) * indicates a marginal significance at <.1 level.

To test H3, we ran a 2-way ANCOVA with relationship type and emoji type as
the predictors and trust perceptions as the DV. We included emoji literacy and Facebook
use as covariates. The results show a significant 2-way interaction between relationship
type and emoji type on perceptions of trust (F(3, 344)= 4.428, p<0.01; 2= 0.037). As
shown in Table 3-4, in communal relationships, people perceived brands that used
functional emoji in their post (MFE= 6.13) as more trustworthy than brands that did not
use emoji in their post (MNE=5.59, p<.05). However, there were no significant

1

For both studies 1 and 2, dropping covariates from the analyses does not substantively alter the results.
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differences between perceptions of brand trust between the use of emoji with different
emotional content in the brand’s post (p’s >.1). These results suggest that consumer
responses to emoji use might vary depending on the emoji used, but do not indicate
greater trust as emotional content increases. Thus, H3a is not supported.
In exchange relationships, people perceived brands that used functional (MFE=
5.81) or low-level emotional emoji (MLE= 5.69) as less trustworthy than brands that did
not use emoji in their posts (MNE= 6.19, p’s <.05). Similarly, people perceived brands
that used high-level emotional emoji in their posts (MHE= 5.88) as marginally less
trustworthy than brands that did not use emoji in their posts (p <.09). However, there
were no significant differences in perception of brand trust between the brands that used
emoji with different emotional content in their posts (p’s >.1). These results suggest that
responses to emojis differ depending on the relationship with the firm (exchange,
communal); however, emotional content does not appear to affect responses in a strictly
linear way. Thus, H3b is not supported.

Table 3-4 Summary Means of Emoji Type- Study 1
Emoji Type
No emoji

Functional

Low-Level
Emotional

High-Level
Emotional

Communal 5.59a
6.13b
5.86
5.85
a
Exchange
6.19
5.81b
5.69b
5.88b*
a
b,c
d*
Sincerity
Communal 5.73
6.12
5.81
6.01
Exchange
6.17a
5.76b
5.74b
5.81b
Note: (1) Different letters denote a significant difference at a 0.05 level. (2) * indicates
a significance at a p<.1 level
Trust
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Perceptions of sincerity. To test H2, we ran a 2-way ANCOVA with relationship
type and emoji presence as the predictors. We included emoji literacy and Facebook use
as covariates. The results show a significant interaction effect between relationship type
and emoji presence (F (1,348) = 10.590, p<0.005, 2= 0.030). As shown in Table 3-3, in
communal relationships, brands that used emoji in their posts (ME= 5.99) were seen as
marginally more sincere than brands that did not use emoji in their posts (MNE= 5.73,
p<.1). In exchange relationships, brands that used emoji in their posts (ME = 5.77) were
seen as less sincere than brands that did not use emoji in their posts (MNE= 6.17, p<.05).
These results support H2.
To test H4, we ran a 2-way ANCOVA with relationship type and emoji type as
the predictors and perceived sincerity as the DV. We included emoji literacy and
Facebook use as covariates. The results show a significant 2-way interaction between
relationship type and emoji type on perceptions of sincerity (F(3, 344)= 4.036, p<0.01;
2= 0.034). As seen in Table 3-4, in communal relationships, people perceived brands
that used functional emoji in their posts (MFE= 6.12) as more sincere than brands that did
not use emoji in their post (MNE= 5.73, p<.05) and marginally more sincere than brands
that used low-level emotional emoji (MLE= 5.81, p<.07). However, there were no
differences between perceptions of sincerity between brands that used emoji with
different emotional content (p’s>.1). While these results suggest that responses to emoji
vary depending on the specific emoji used, participants did not perceive the firm as more
sincere as emotional content of the emojis increased; thus H4a is not supported.
For exchange relationships, people perceived brands that used functional (MFE=
5.76), low-(MLE= 5.74), or high-level emotional emoji (MHE= 5.81) in their posts as less
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sincere than brands that did not use emoji in their posts (MNE= 6.17, p’s <.05). These
results suggest that no emoji is preferable than any type of emoji in exchange
relationships (further supporting H2b), but emotional content does not appear to change
perceptions. Thus, H4b is not supported.

3.3.2.5 Additional Analyses

Given the scant research on emoji in business, we explored beyond the
hypothesized relationships and ran post-hoc analyses that give insight into emoji and
emoji use. First, we found that almost half of our participants (46%) said they either
occasionally (25.1%) or frequently (20.9%) use emoji in their personal communications
(Measured on 1: Never- 7: Always scale). Additionally, a large number (71%) of our
participants said they are either somewhat comfortable (23.2%), comfortable (27.7%), or
very comfortable (20.1%) using emoji (Measured on 1: Very uncomfortable- 7: Very
Comfortable scale). Lastly, more than half (55.1%) of our participants indicated that they
are either somewhat knowledgeable (33.1%) or knowledgeable (22%) in emoji
(Measured on 1: Very unknowledgeable – 7: Very knowledgeable scale).
Additionally, we wanted to understand how people generally viewed the usage of
the emoji. The purpose of this is to understand if there are any differences in how people
view the appropriateness of these emoji in different communication scenarios. Therefore,
using a 7-point scale (1: Extremely inappropriate- 7: Extremely appropriate) we asked
participants to indicate how appropriate using the following emoji (i.e., Heart, Smiley
face, and Coffee cup) would be in these types of communications: 1) A message to a
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close family member, 2) A message to a friend, 3) A message to a casual acquaintance,
and 4) A business communication.
To test differences, we ran a 2-way within-subject repeated measures ANOVA
with communication type (i.e., family, friend, acquaintance and business) and emoji type
(i.e., functional, low- and high-level emotional emoji) as predictors. After correcting for
violation of sphericity using the Greenhouse-Geisser corrections (Greenhouse-Geisser
<0.75), our results indicate that there is a significant interaction between emoji type and
relationship type (F (4.0, 1400.2) = 224.05, p<.0001, 2= 0.390). Table 3-5 below
displays the means of appropriateness perceptions for each emoji. As shown in table 3-5,
people perceive the appropriateness of emoji in each communication differently.

Table 3-5 Appropriateness Perceptions Means
Emoji Type

Family member
A friend
A casual acquaintance
Business message

Functional

Low-Level
Emotional

High-Level
Emotional

6.40b*
6.41c
6.01b
3.87c

6.68b
6.68b
6.06b
3.07b

6.23a
5.70a
3.12a
1.66a

Notes: (1)Means with different letter superscript differ at p<.001 level; (2) *
indicates a significance at <.07

Generally, the results show that as the level of relationships closeness decreases
so does the appropriateness of utilizing emoji with higher emotional content. For
example, using high-level emotional emoji in communication with family members
(MFamily= 6.23) is seen as significantly more appropriate than using that same emoji in
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communication with friends (MFriend= 5.70), casual acquaintances (MAcquaintance= 3.12), or
a business communication (MBusiness= 1.66, p’s <.0001).
Lastly, our results suggest that the interpretation of emoji is fluid and can differ
from one person to the other especially as the emotional content of the emoji increases.
We asked our respondents to state what they thought the emoji in the post meant. For the
coffee cup emoji (i.e., functional), the majority of the respondents indicated that it
represented the literal meaning of coffee (e.g., “It means grab a cup of coffee”, “Coffee is
available”, “Hot cup of coffee”, “They sell coffee”). However, for the smiley face (i.e.,
Low-level emotional), even though the meanings of the emoji remained positive, it
became more flexible. Some of the meanings revolved around the pleasure coffee would
bring the consumer (e.g., “Trying out new flavors will make you happy”, “You should be
happy to try a new cup of coffee”, “You will be happy with the different flavors”), while
others centered around meanings directed towards the consumers (e.g., “Make customers
feel welcomed”, “It’s an effort to cheer people up”, “Be happy and come het a cup of
coffee to wake you up”) or meanings revolving around the brand (e.g., “It’s a sign to
show friendliness and warmth”, “…that the staff there is cheerful”, “It means they are
smiling”).
The heart emoji (i.e., High-level emotional) was similar to the smiley face (i.e.,
Low level emotional) such that some of the meanings revolved around the object itself
(e.g., “ Your (sic) going to love the brand new coffee flavors”, “ They love coffee”, “We
love different flavors”), around the consumers (e.g., “We care about you”, “Warmth and
love”, “We care about you and your coffee needs”, “We like you”, “We love our
customers”, “They appreciate the people that go to their café”), or the brand itself (“We

84

like what we do”, “When I see the emoji, I picture a happy, warm barista saying it.”,
“Just communicating friendliness”, “It just meant to make the message seem more
friendly”).
Our additional analyses shed light on the results of study 1. Our repeated
measures analysis shows that there are differences in appropriateness perceptions
between different types of emoji in different communication scenarios. Although this
supports our initial theory, it was not consistent with our study 1 results, which showed
that the emotional content had no influence on perception. A possible explanation to the
inconsistency in results is differences in the meaning ascribed to each emoji. As shown
above, people’s perception of an emoji can be different, and these differences increase
with the increase in emotional content. Therefore, these differences in interpretation
might explain why the emotional content does not translate into differences in trust and
sincerity perceptions.

3.3.2.6 Discussion

Study 1 provided interesting findings on the effects of emoji in both communal
and exchange relationships. Our results supported our initial prediction (H1 and H2) and
showed that in communal relationships the use of emoji increased the consumers’
perceptions of the brand’s trust and sincerity, however, in exchange relationships, the use
of emoji in brand posts decreased perceptions of brand trust and sincerity. These results
are in line with previous research that suggests that individuals engaged in communal
relationship are receptive to emotional display, while those who are engaged in exchange
relationships have no expectancy of intimacy as it is a violation of the relationship norm.
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Contrary to H3 and H4, our results did not show any significant differences between the
use of emoji with different emotional content in either type of communication. A possible
explanation for the indifference can be the flexible interpretation of emoji between
individuals. Our additional analysis results show that as the level of emotional content
increases so does the fluidity of interpretations. For example, for our functional emoji, the
majority of our respondents stated that the emoji represented the literal meaning of the
object (i.e., coffee cup), however, as the emotional content of the emoji increased, so did
the flexibility of interpretation of the emoji. For example, the interpretation of the heart
emoji, which is a high-level emotional emoji, centered around multiple aspects such as
the object itself (e.g., “We love coffee”), the consumers (e.g., “we love you”), or the
brand (e.g., “We like what we do”).
This flexibility of interpretation is consistent with research done by Miller et al.
(2016) that investigated differences in emoji interpretations, namely sentiment and
semantics, within- and across-platforms (e.g., Apple vs. Google). The authors found that
there is an opportunity for emoji semantic and sentiments misconstrual within- and
across-platforms. In other words, two people, using the same platform, may interpret both
the sentiment and semantic of a certain emoji differently. Additionally, an emoji can
render differently on different platforms, which invites misinterpretations in semantics
and sentiments of a certain emoji. The relationship between relationship closeness and
emoji use appropriateness and the fluid interpretation of emoji within- across people and
platforms are two very important points for brands to understand as they begin to use
emoji as a communication tool. Misunderstanding or misusing an emoji can result in a
backlash from consumers. Therefore, to further understand the results of study 1 and the
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differences in emotional content of the emoji, study 2 seeks to replicate the results of
study 1 using a different product in the same product category, namely pizza.

3.3.3 Study 2

The purpose of study 2 is twofold: (1) replicate the results of study 1 and (2)
generalize the finding by using a different product.

3.3.3.1 Design and Participants

Study 2 adopted a 4 (Emoji: no emoji vs. functional emoji vs. low- vs. high-level
emotional emoji) x 2 (Relationship type: communal vs. exchange) between-subjects
design. Two-hundred and forty-six participants (MAge= 39.2; 53.3% female) were
recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) in exchange for monetary
compensation.

3.3.3.2 Stimuli and Procedure

Participants were presented with a brief description of their relationship with a
fictitious pizzeria. The scenarios were similar to those used in study 1 (See Appendix A
for scenarios). Participants were randomly assigned to two scenarios that will trigger
relationship norms, namely communal and exchange. After reading the relationship
scenarios, participants answered the relationship manipulation check questions. The scale
was identical to the scale used in study 1 and a net communal score was calculated by
subtracting the exchange score (= 0.84) from the communal score (= 0.89).
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After completing the relationship manipulation check questions, participants were
asked to imagine they were scrolling through their Facebook feed and they notice a post
from the brand (i.e., World of Pizza). After viewing the Facebook post, participants were
presented with the dependent measure questions. The Facebook post (shown below)
contained multiple emoji to strengthen the stimuli and to increase the participants’
exposure to the emoji used. The post was the following:

World of Pizza:
“We know pizza (no emoji, functional, low- or high-level emotional emoji) is the
way to your heart (no emoji, functional, low- or high-level emotional emoji).
Come try our new pizza topping combinations today! (no emoji, functional, lowor high-level emotional emoji).

3.3.3.3 Measures

Similar to study 1, participants were presented with the same trust (= 0.87),
sincerity (= 0.80), and their level of emoji literacy (= 0.86) questions. Participants
were also asked about their Facebook habits using the following scales: how frequently
do you (1) use Facebook, (2) interact with brands on Facebook, (3) pay attention to brand
posts on Facebook, (4) follow brands on Facebook, and (5) pay attention to Facebook ads
(1: Never, 8: More than once a day; = 0.91).
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3.3.3.4 Results

Relationship type manipulation check. The net communality score was computed
by subtracting the summated score of the 7 items that measure exchange relationships
from the summated scale of the 5 items that measure communal relationships. Higher
scores indicate that a relationship is perceived as more communal. As predicted,
communal participants provided a higher net communality score (MCo= 9.94) than
exchange (MEx = 7.98; F (1, 236) = 10.414, p <0.005; 2= 0.042).
Perceptions of trust. To test H1, we first created an emoji presence variable,
collapsing the 3 different emojis used into a single “emoji present” category. We then
ran a 2-way ANCOVA with relationship type and emoji presence (present = 1, absent =
0) as the predictors. We included emoji literacy and Facebook use as covariates. The
results show a significant interaction effect between relationship type and emoji presence
(F (1,240) = 8.331, p<0.01, 2= 0.034). As shown in Table 3-6, in communal
relationships, brands that used emoji in their posts were seen as more trustworthy (ME =
6.04) than those that did not use emoji in communal relationships (MNE = 5.81), although
this difference failed to reach significance (p > .1). In exchange relationships, brands that
used emoji in their posts (ME = 5.67) were viewed as less trustworthy than brands that did
not use emoji in their posts (MNE= 6.22, p<0.05). Together, these results provide support
for H1b, and directional support for H1a.
To test H3, we ran a 2-way ANCOVA with relationship type and emoji type as
the predictors. We included emoji literacy and Facebook use as covariates. The results
show a significant 2-way interaction between relationship type and emoji type on
perceptions of trust (F(3, 236)= 2.885, p<0.05; 2= 0.035). As shown in Table 3-7, in
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communal relationships, there were no significant differences in perception of brand trust
between the brands that used emoji with different emotional content in their posts (p’s
>.1).

Table 3-6 Summary Means of Emoji Presence- Study 2
Emoji
Trust
Sincerity

Communal
Exchange
Communal
Exchange

No Emoji

Emoji

5.81
6.22a
5.79
6.15a

6.04
5.67b
6.07
5.74b

Note: (1) different letters denote a significant difference at a 0.05
level. (2) * indicates a marginal significance at <.1 level.

However, in exchange relationships, people perceived brands that used functional
(MFE= 5.59) or high-level emotional emoji (MLE= 5.65) as less trustworthy than those
that did not use emoji in their posts (MNE= 6.22, p’s <.05). Similarly, people perceived
brands that used low-level emotional emoji in their posts (MHE= 5.78) as less trustworthy
than those that did not use emoji in their posts (p<.06). Yet, there were no significant
differences in perception of brand trust between the brands that used emoji with different
emotional content in their posts (p’s >.1). Consistent with Study 1, these findings again
suggest that perceptions of trust may vary depending on the consumer’s relationship with
the firm and the specific emoji used, but emotional content does not appear to be related
to trust perceptions in a linear way; thus, H3 is not supported.
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Table 3-7 Summary Means of Emoji Type- Study 2
Emoji Type
No emoji

Functional

Low-Level
Emotional

High-Level
Emotional

Trust

Communal 5.81
6.06
6.13
5.94
Exchange
6.22a
5.59b
5.78b*
5.65b
Sincerity
Communal 5.79
6.17
6.12
5.92
Exchange
6.15a
5.72b*
5.81
5.70b*
Note: (1) Different letters denote a significant difference at a 0.05 level. (2) * indicates
a significance at a p<.7 level

Perceptions of sincerity. To test H2, we ran a 2-way ANCOVA with relationship
type and emoji presence as the predictors. We included emoji literacy and Facebook use
as covariates. The results show a significant interaction effect between relationship type
and emoji presence (F (1,240) = 6.259, p<0.05, 2= 0.025). As shown in Table 3-6, in
communal relationships, brands that used emoji in their posts were perceived as
directionally more sincere (ME = 6.07) than those that did not use emoji in their posts
(MNE = 5.79); however, this difference failed to reach significance (p > .1). In exchange
relationships, brands that used emoji in their posts (ME = 5.74) were seen as less sincere
than those that did not use emoji in their posts (MNE= 6.15, p<.05). Together, these
results provide support for H2b and directional support for H2a.
To test H4, we ran a 2-way ANCOVA with relationship type and emoji type as
the predictors. We included emoji literacy and Facebook use as covariates. The results
show a marginally significant 2-way interaction between relationship type and emoji type
on perceptions of sincerity (F(3, 236)= 2.267, p<.09; 2= 0.028). As seen in Table 3-7, in
communal relationships, there were no significant differences in perception of brand
sincerity between the brands that used emoji with different emotional content in their
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posts (p’s >.1). However, in exchange relationships, people perceived brands that used
functional (MFE= 5.72) or high-level emotional emoji (MLE= 5.65) as marginally less
sincere than those that did not use emoji in their posts (MNE= 6.15, p’s<.07). Yet, there
were no significant differences in perception of brand sincerity between the brands that
used emoji with different emotional content in their posts (p’s >.1). Thus, H4 is not
supported.

3.3.3.5 Discussion

The purpose of study 2 was twofold: (1) replicate the results of study 1 and (2)
generalize the finding by using a different product. Our results indicate that brands’ use
of emoji affect people’s perceptions of the brands’ trust and sincerity, and that these
effects differ depending on the type of relationship. In exchange relationships, brands that
did not use emoji in their posts were seen as both more sincere and more trustworthy than
brands that use emoji in their posts. The opposite was true in communal relationships. In
communal relationships, brands that used emoji in their posts were seen as more sincere
and more trustworthy than brands that did not use emoji in their posts. These results
replicated those of study 1. It is important to note that the difference in the communal
relationship was not significant in study 2 but the directionality supported what we
initially predicted. The loss of significance might be a factor of loss of power due to a
smaller sample size, or the use of different emoji in our stimuli. For example, in study 1’s
stimuli, we chose the heart as a high-level emotional emoji, however, in study 2, we
chose the face with heart eyes. Our pretest indicates that the face with heart eyes was
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seen as less familiar, representing less closeness, and communicating less emotion than
the heart emoji (see Appendix B for means).
Our results show that in both communal and exchange relationships, there is no
significant difference between the perceptions of the brands’ trust and sincerity when
using emoji with different emotional content in their posts. The results indicate that the
violation of norms is only in the presence or absence of emotion in the communication
and not the level of emotion displayed. Therefore, in exchange relationships, the presence
of emotion in general is considered a violation of the norms that govern those
relationships, therefore, it is unexpected and unaccepted no matter what level of emotion
is displayed. However, in communal relationships, the presence of emotion in general is
corresponds with the norms that govern those relationships; therefore, it is expected and
accepted no matter what level of emotion is displayed (i.e., a smiley face vs. a heart).
Lastly, although, our classification suggested that functional emoji represents objects or
concepts as opposed to emotion, the results of our pretest suggest that they also contain
some emotion. The emotionality could be due to functional emoji being perceived as
casual, which can be indicative of closeness, rather than due to the emoji itself
representing an emotion. Therefore, functional emoji were also considered unaccepted in
exchange relationships, but accepted in communal relationships.

3.4 General Discussion

For the first time in history, reflecting the increased popularity of emoji usage,
Oxford Dictionaries has named an emoji (face with tears of joy) rather than a traditional
word as the word of the year (Oxford Dictionaries 2015). The use of emoji, by consumer
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and brands alike, has rapidly increased during the past few years. As a matter of fact,
brands increased the use of emoji by 777% in year 2015 (Tao 2016). However, brands are
still struggling to understand and properly use emoji in their communications with
consumers. Therefore, the purpose of this research is to provide an understanding of
emoji and the rules of usage.
Across two studies we investigate the effects of emoji use on perceptions of
brands’ trust and sincerity in two different relationship types. Both experiments suggest
that the type of relationship moderates the effects of emoji use on the brands’ perceptions
of trust and sincerity. For exchange relationships, the absence of emoji is perceived as
better and results in higher perceptions of brand trust and sincerity than the use of emoji.
However, in communal relationships, the opposite is true; the absence of emoji in the
brands’ communication results in lower perceptions of brand trust and sincerity. This is
consistent with the social norms associated with each relationship type. However, our
results also indicate that emotional level does not consistently predict differences in
perceptions of brand trust and sincerity. In exchange relationships, the display of emotion
of any level was seen as unacceptable and resulted in lower perceptions of brand trust and
sincerity; however, in communal relationships, the display of emotion of any level is
expected and increased perceptions of brand trust and sincerity.

3.5 Theoretical and Managerial Implications
Our results advance marketing theory’s understanding of emoji as an emotional
vehicle and a substitution of nonverbal cues in a bare environment (i.e., computer
mediated communications (CMC)). This research is the first to examine emoji in business
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contexts and how they affect perceptions of brand trust and sincerity. We start by
dividing emoji based on emotional content into three categories: (1) High-level emotional
emoji, which are defined as those that communicate intimacy, love, or a high degree of
closeness with the receiver; (2) Low-level emotional emoji, which are defined as those
that indicate positive or negative affect but do not imply or communicate a level of
closeness with the receiver; and finally, (3) Functional emoji, which are defined as those
that do not communicate specific feelings, but rather represent objects or concepts.
This research explores the use of emoji in two types of consumer-brand
relationships, namely exchange and communal. Our results show the effects of emoji use
on trust and sincerity are dependent on the relationship type. Generally, in communal
relationships, the use of emoji increases perceptions of brand trust and sincerity,
however, it decreases perceptions of brand trust and sincerity in exchange relationships.
This is consistent with literature regarding the norms of communal and exchange
relationships (Aggarwal 2004; Clark and Mills 1979, 1993, 2011) which states that
communal relationships are more intimate in nature, whereas, exchange relationships are
more formal, quid-pro-quo in nature. Our results also indicate that although the presence
or absence of emoji in the consumer-brand communication affects perceptions of brand
trust and sincerity, the level of the emoji’s emotional content did not. In communal
relationships, it is expected that the communicators will display emotion, however, it did
not matter what level of emotion was displayed. Similarly, in exchange relationships, it
is expected that the communicators will not display emotion, and thus, the level of
emotion does not matter.

95

Additionally, our research shows that the interpretation of emoji is fluid and can
differ from one person to the other especially as the emotional content of the emoji
increases. This supports prior research by Miller et al. (2016) that shows that
interpretations of emoji can vary within- and across-platforms and people (Miller et al.
2016). Therefore, it is important for managers to understand these differences and to be
vigilant with the use of emoji in their communications with their consumers on social
media.
Another theoretical contribution is the understanding of how brands can build
consumer-brand relationships online. CMC reduces brands’ abilities to establish strong
customer relationships online as it hinders the use of nonverbal cues which are essential
in establishing strong consumer-brand relationships. In this research, we seek to show
how to establish strong consumer-brand relationships via the establishment of trust and
perceptions of sincerity. The process of creating trust, which is essential in consumerbrand long-term relationships, hasn’t been researched enough in marketing theory. Many
researchers have focused on the outcomes of perceived trust, such as loyalty and
cooperation (Garbarino and Johnson 1999; Tax, Brown and Chandrashekaran 1998) and
not the brand’s practices and/or behaviors that build or deplete trust (Sirdeshmukh, Singh
and Sabol 2002). With this research we examine a possible way of building or wrecking
brand trust. As explained above, in order to successfully build brand trust, brands should
be aware of the type of relationship they have with their consumers online, and be wary
of what type of emoji they’re using in their communications. Brands involved in
exchange relationships for example may have to refrain from using emoji in their
communications; on the other hand, brands that are involved in a communal relationship
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with their consumers may want to utilize emoji in their communications. We, therefore,
give practitioners and academics an understating of when emoji are likely to decrease or
increase trust.

3.6 Limitations and Future research

The categorizations of the emoji we developed can be used as a starting point to
understanding emoji, however, it is not a comprehensive taxonomy. Future research
should examine whether there are levels within the 3 categories found in this paper, or
whether there are additional categories that were not addressed. Furthermore, it is
important to note that there are a total of 722 emoji characters available in the standard
Unicode 6.0-character set and our studies only examined the effects of a small subset of
emoji. Future research should expand on this subset and examine different types of emoji
across different platforms, especially since our research and that done by Miller et al.
(2016) shows that interpretations of emoji can vary. Future research should also examine
the effect of different platforms on brands use of different emoji.
Additionally, although our research gave good insight into perceptions of emoji
use in brand communications, our stimuli (i.e., brand communication on social media)
was a simple one-way communication. Future research should examine more complex,
direct (with the consumer) and indirect two-way communications. Lastly, our study
examined emoji as complementary to the communication; future research should examine
the use of emoji as a supplement to certain words in a given communication (e.g., I (heart
emoji) picnics).
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CHAPTER 4
ONLINE CHAMELEONS: THE EFFECT OF STYLISTIC MIMICY OF
NONVERBAL CUES ON CONSUMER-BRAND INTERACTIONS ONLINE
“Imitation is not just the sincerest form of flattery-it’s the sincerest form of
learning”
-George Bernard Shaw

4.1 Introduction

Interactions between employees and consumers is an essential part in consumerbrand relationships and the assessment of service quality (Bitner 1990; Gwinner et al.
1998; Parasuraman et al. 1985). Although, many of these interactions still occur face-toface (FTF), a substantial amount has shifted to online communication platforms,
generally known as computer-mediated communications (CMC), such as live chats and
social media. In fact, research shows that 67% of consumers now utilize social media for
customer service (JD Power 2013), with 52% indicating Facebook is the most effective
social channel, followed by Twitter at 25%, and lastly LinkedIn at 8% (Leary 2014).
Additionally, 57% of customers selected live chat as their preferred customer support
channel (Graham 2013). Furthermore, 63% of consumers reported that they are more
likely to return to a company’s website if it offers live chat (James 2016), with 44% of
customers reporting that having a live person answer questions during their online
purchases was one of the most important features of a business’s website (George 2015).
Yet a central issue in CMC is whether social meaning is affected by the absence
of nonverbal cues that are available in FTF communication. Social presence theory (SPT)
contends that the absence of the nonverbal cues and behaviors that provide information,
regulate social interaction, express intimacy (e.g., Ekman& Friesen 1969), and regulate
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emotional expressions (Lee & Wagner 2002) creates an impersonal and cold medium of
communication (e.g., Rice and Love 1987; Culnan and Markus 1987; Sproull and Kiesler
1986). This in turn might impede the facilitation of the establishment of trust between
consumers and brands, which is an integral building block in relational exchanges
(Morgan and Hunt 1994). It may also cause the consumer to evaluate the interaction, the
service provider and the brand negatively.
Alternatively, social information processing (SIP) theory challenges this view and
contends that although CMC lacks nonverbal cues, communicators adapt their language,
style, and other cues to facilitate a stronger relationship development process (Walther,
Loh and Granka 2005). One such adaptation is linguistic mimicry, which can be defined
as the “convergence on linguistic dimensions such as vocabulary or jargon as a way of
signaling affinity toward their communication partner” (Scissors, Gill and Gergle 2008).
Generally, mimicry, which is also known as accommodation behavior, style
matching or adaptation, has been shown to be an important factor in human
communication (Chartrand and Van Baaren 2009). In FTF communications, people
adjust their verbal and nonverbal behaviors to match those of others with whom they are
communicating (Toma 2014). The adaptations foster positive outcomes such as strong
interpersonal relationships (Stel and Vonk 2010), and increased feelings of similarity,
affiliation, rapport and liking (Tickle-Degnen 2006; McIntosh 2006; Likowski et al.
2008; For review see Lakin et al. 2003). Mimicry can also make people more cooperative
(Heyes 2013), and easily persuaded (Maddux, Mullen and Galinsky 2008). However, in
CMC, which is mostly text-based, many of the cues that people mimic, such as
mannerisms, postures, and facial expressions, are not available. Nonetheless, research
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shows that people still mimic and accommodate each other linguistically (Bunz and
Campbell 2004; Riordan, Markman and Stewart 2013; Scissors et al. 2009; Scissors et al.
2008). These accommodations include the usage of politeness, emotions and gendered
language (Bunz and Campbell 2004; Herring 1996; Thompson 2006; Thompson,
Murachver and Green 2001).
Linguistic mimicry can be categorized into two broad types: (1) verbal, which is
the repetition of words, phrases, phrase structure and/or chat abbreviations (e.g. “u” as
opposed to “you”), and (2) nonverbal, which is the repetition of emoticons, emoji,
punctuation marks (e.g. !!!!), or emotional expressions (e.g. “lol”). Our focus for this
research will be on the latter type of linguistic mimicry as it has been understudied in the
marketing literature.
The overarching goal of the research is to explore the potential ways in which
consumers react to being mimicked by an employee during an online interaction.
Particularly, we examine how the act of mimicry of nonverbal cues, such as emoji and
punctuation marks, affects consumers’ perceptions of the employee and the brand
associated with the employee, particularly perceptions of trustworthiness. We also
examine the level of satisfaction in the overall interaction, and the customer-employee
rapport.

4.2 Conceptual Background
4.2.1 Off- and Online Mimicry

Mimicry is an important part of communication behavior (Bavelas et al. 1986). It
has been referred to by different terms through the literature, such as accommodation,
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reciprocity, synchrony, or style matching (Toma 2014). Mimicry, which has been coined
“the chameleon effect”, occurs when two or more people engage in the same behavior at
the same time (Chartrand et al. 2005 and Lakin et al. 2003), or in other words, people
reduce their communicative differences with others in order to achieve a converging
effect (Giles 2008).
Mimicked behaviors include gestures, postures, mannerisms (Chartrand and Lakin
2013), facial expressions (Bavelas et al. 1986, Dimberg et al. 2000, Lundqvist &
Dimberg 1995) and emotional reactions (Hatfield et al. 1994, 2009; Hawk et al. 2011;
Huntsinger et al. 2009; Neumann & Strack 2000). Additionally, individuals mimic verbal
characteristics including accents (Giles et al. 1991), linguistic style (Ireland and
Pennebaker 2010, Niederhoffer and Pennebaker 2002), syntax (Levelt and Kelter 1982),
and speech rate (Webb 1969). Research has extended these findings and demonstrated
that people also mimic linguistic styles of others such as the number of spoken words and
how different words are utilized (e.g., past tense verbs, function words; Ireland &
Pennebaker 2010, Niederhoffer & Pennebaker 2002). Behavioral mimicry is often
considered nonconscious, unintentional, and effortless (Chartrand et al. 2005, White &
Argo 2011). Research shows that mimicry is not restricted to interactants who know and
like each other, in fact, Chartrand and Bargh (1999) showed that mimicry has the same
effects when done among strangers.
Generally, mimicry has been shown to foster positive interpersonal relationships
(Stel and Vonk 2010), increase feelings of rapport, liking, affiliation, and closeness
(Lakin et al. 2003). It has also been shown to increase cooperation (Heyes 2013), and
persuasion (von Swol 2003). Interactants also reported a much smoother and more
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enjoyable interaction when mimicry was present (Chartrand and Bargh 1999; Lakin and
Chartrand 2003). Mimicry has also been shown to facilitate negotiation (Maddux et al.
2008; Swaab et al. 2011). Research also shows that trusting behaviors tend to increase
after a person has been mimicked. For example, a mimicked participant was more willing
to divulge personal information to strangers even when the information can be
embarrassing (Guéguen et al. 2013).
Behavioral mimicry extends to business settings as well. Research shows that
when salespeople mimicked both verbal and nonverbal behavior of their customers, the
customers were more likely to purchase a product, especially that which was
recommended by the salesperson. Additionally, both the salesperson and the store
received better evaluations (Jacob et al. 2011; Herrmann et al. 2011). Furthermore, Van
Baaren et al. (2003) demonstrated that verbal mimicry of the customer could influence
customer tipping behavior in a restaurant environment. Their studies showed that a
confederate waitress received a significantly higher tip when she mimicked her customer
by repeating their words verbatim then when she did not (i.e., rephrased their order).
Research shows that both verbal and nonverbal mimicry extend to online settings.
For example, Bunz and Campbell (2004) found that people reciprocate politeness
markers (i.e., phrases such as “Please” and “Thank you”) when they received it. They
also showed that participants are politer in their replies when they receive emails that
contain structural politeness elements (e.g., salutations “Dear” and closing remarks
“Regards”). Riordan et al. (2013) found that when people are conversing through instant
messenger they tend to converge in terms of duration and length of their contributions
regardless of their interaction history. Additionally, Scissors et al. (2008, 2009) divided
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linguistic mimicry into four major categories: (1) lexical, which is the repetition of a
word or word phrase excluding number and connecting words such as “the”, “and” and
“or”; (2) syntactic, which is the direct repetition of a verb phrase or phrase structure; (3)
text-chat abbreviations, which is the repetition of IM-specific characters (e.g., “u” instead
of “you”); and lastly, (4) emotion-related characters, which is the repetition of emoticons,
emoji or punctuation marks (e.g., “!!!!”). They showed that interactants are more likely to
mimic their interaction partners both verbally and nonverbally when trust between the
two parties was present. However, Scissors et al (2008, 2009) did not establish a cause
and effect relationship between linguistic mimicry online and trust. They stated that “the
findings do not explain whether trust influences linguistic similarity or whether linguistic
similarity influences trust” (p. 535). Nonetheless, evidence suggests that the effects of
FTF mimicry can be transferred to an online setting and, more importantly, the effects
can transfer to online service interactions.

4.2.3. Nonverbal Mimicry and Consequences of Online Service Interactions
Employee’s online mimicry of nonverbal behavior and the resultant customer
reactions would most likely affect various outcomes of interest to marketing managers. In
this research, we focus on three major outcomes: trust, customer satisfaction and
customer-employee rapport.
Trust, which can be defined as one’s confidence in their partner’s reliability and
integrity (Morgan and Hunt 1994), is an essential building block in fostering strong
relationships. Berry (1996) suggests that trust is perhaps the single most powerful
relationship marketing tool. Additionally, Spekman (1988) asserts that trust is the
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cornerstone of long-term relationships. Research also contends that trust is key to gaining
customer loyalty (Reichheld and Schefter 2000). On the other hand, satisfaction, which
can be defined as a positive reaction to an outcome of a prior experience (Ganesan 1994),
has been found to lead to long-term combination of relationships (Anderson and Narus
1990; Gladstein 1984). It has been shown to affect brand relationship quality in which a
consumer assesses the brand as a satisfactory partner in the ongoing relationship, which is
an overall assessment of the consumer’s relationship strength with the brand
(Algesheimer et al. 2005). Lastly, customer-employee rapport, which can be defined as “a
customer’s perception of having an enjoyable interaction with a service provider
employee, characterized by a personal connection between the two interactants” (Gremler
and Gwinner 2000, p. 92), has been shown to exert strong influence on customer
perceptions of service delivery and service organizations (DeWitt and Brady 2003;
Gremler and Gwinner 2000).
In understanding the effects of online nonverbal mimicry on trust, customer
satisfaction and customer-employee rapport we draw on the research findings regarding
behavioral and linguistic mimicry discussed above. As stated previously, mimicry, both
FTF and online, can increase perceptions of trust between the interactants (Guéguen et al.
2013; Scissors et al. 2008, 2009). Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that in an online
interaction between an employee and a customer in which an employee exhibits
nonverbal mimicry in the form of mimicking emoji, punctuation marks and/or emotional
expressions, the level of trust would be higher than an interaction in which no mimicry
exists. Furthermore, research on mimicry suggests that mimicry has been shown to foster
positive interpersonal relationships (Stel and Vonk 2010), increase feelings of rapport,
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liking, affiliation, and closeness (Lakin et al. 2003). Mimicry is also reported to cause a
much smoother and more enjoyable interaction between interactants (Chartrand and
Bargh 1999; Lakin and Chartrand 2003). Therefore, extending these finding to online
interactions between employees and consumers, we expect that both customer
satisfaction and customer-employee rapport will be higher in interactions that involve
mimicry by the employee compared to when mimicry is not present.

H1: Levels of (a) consumer trust, (b) customer satisfaction, and (c) consumeremployee rapport will be higher in interactions that involve nonverbal
mimicry compared to those that do not.

While salespeople often try to build rapport with customers, consumers also
interact with online employees in customer service situations in which they are trying to
rectify problems. Research on mimicry highlights boundary conditions in which mimicry
can lead to negative outcomes (i.e., feelings of dislike and threat). For example, previous
research has found that mimicry can elicit feelings of dislike and threat if it is applied to
the wrong person or situation (Liu et al. 2011; Stel et al. 2010a). Particularly, research
shows that mimicry does not increase liking when one mimics a non-affiliative
expression, such as anger (van der Velde et al. 2010), or is reminded of money (Liu et al.
2011). Such feelings may be more likely to be present during service failure interactions.
Therefore, we expect that type of interaction will moderate the effects of mimicry such
that mimicry will be less effective in negatively emotionally charged situations, such as
service failure interactions. More specifically, we predict:
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H2: Relative to positive consumer-brand interactions, consumers involved in
negative interactions, such as service failures, will evaluate the levels of (a)
brand trust, (b) customer satisfaction, and (c) consumer-employee rapport
lower when nonverbal mimicry is present compared to when nonverbal
mimicry is absent.

4.3 Methodology

We focus on two different types of nonverbal mimicry in CMC: (1) emoji, which
are two-dimensional pictograms, and (2) punctuation (e.g., “!!!!!”). Even though it is
possible that these different methods have similar effects, it is also possible that they have
different effects as they evoke different types of imagery which may lead to differences
in how the information is processed (cf., Freides 1974). For example, emoji evoke visual
imagery of emotion (e.g., smiley face) or body movement (e.g. thumbs up). On the other
hand, punctuation can invoke auditory imagery of voice qualities such as emphasis (e.g.,
“!!!!”; for a review see Luangrath, Peck and Barger 2016).
The first set of studies consisted of two 2 (mimicry: present vs. absent) x 2
(service context: positive vs. negative) between-subject experiments. Each experiment
utilized a different form of mimicry: emoji (Study 1A) and punctuation (Study 1B).

4.3.1 Study 1A: Emoji Mimicry
4.3.1.1 Design and Participants
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The purpose of this study is to test hypotheses H1 and H2 using emoji mimicry.
Study 1A adopted a 2 (Emoji mimicry: present vs. absent) x 2 (Service context: positive
vs. negative) between-subjects design. One-hundred and sixteen participants (52.2%
female; MAge= 41) were recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and received
monetary compensation in exchange for taking the survey.

4.3.1.2 Stimuli and Procedure

The participants were asked to imagine they are either looking to purchase a
laptop online (positive) or discuss a problem with a recent laptop purchase (negative) and
that they require assistance so they chose to start a live chat session with an employee
from CompiCo. The participants were then presented with a chat window and then asked
to answer the related measures. The chat window contained the following
communication:
Positive:
CompiCo Support: Thank you for choosing CompiCo. My name is Marion.
How may I help you?
Sam Brown (Consumer): Hi, Marion. I am interested in purchasing a new
computer, and I have a billion questions for you
CompiCo Support: Hi, Sam. No problem. I can help you answer your billion
questions (emoji mimicry

/ no mimicry).

Negative:
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CompiCo Support: Thank you for choosing CompiCo. My name is Marion.
How may I help you?
Sam Brown (Consumer): Hi, Marion. I recently purchased a new computer, and
it is already giving me problems

.

CompiCo Support: Hi, Sam. That’s frustrating (emoji mimicry

/no mimicry).

Let me help you with your issues.

4.3.1.3 Measures

Participants were asked about their perceptions of the employee’s trustworthiness,
their satisfaction with the interaction, and their perceptions of their rapport with the
employee. Trust was measured using the following items: (1) I trust CompiCo, (2) I rely
on CompiCo, (3) CompiCo is an honest brand, and (4) CompiCo is trustworthy brand
(= 0.86). Consumer satisfaction and consumer-employee rapport were both adopted
from Hennig-Thurau et al. (2006). Consumer satisfaction included five items (e.g., “I am
delighted by this service experience”, “This service experience really helped me with my
request” ; = 0.93). Consumer-employee rapport included four items (e.g., “In thinking
about my relationship with the employee, I enjoyed interacting with the employee”, “The
employee created a feeling of “warmth” in our relationship”; = 0.87). Finally,
participants were also asked a series of questions about their online purchasing habits and
their preferences for contacting customer service. Online purchasing habits were
measured using the following scale: How frequently do you: (1) make online purchases,
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(2) make expensive purchases online, and (3) make risky purchases online (= 0.80).
Preference for contacting customer services was measured using the following scale: how
frequently do you: (1) Contact customer service online for a purchase, and (2) contact
customer service online regarding an issue (= 0.87). Both measures used a 1-7 scale (1:
Never; 7: More than once a day), and were used as covariates.

4.3.1.4 Results

Perceptions of trust. We ran a 2-way ANCOVA with mimicry presence and
service context as predictors. Preferences for contacting customer service and online
purchasing habits were used as covariates2. The results show a significant 2-way
interaction between the presence of mimicry and service context (F(1, 109) = 4.775,
p<0.05, 2= 0.042). As seen in Table 4-1, in positive service encounters, people perceive
the employee who mimicked their emoji use (MPM= 5.29) as more trustworthy than those
who did not mimic the emoji use (MPNM= 4.76; p<0.05). This supports H1a. Additionally,
in negative service encounters, there were no significant differences between the
trustworthiness perceptions of employees who mimicked the emoji use and those who did
not mimic the emoji use (p>.1). Therefore, the effects of mimicry were reduced in
negative service encounters, supporting H2a.
Perceptions of customer satisfaction. We ran a 2-way ANCOVA with mimicry
presence and service context as predictors. Preferences for contacting customer service

2

For all studies, dropping covariates from the analyses does not substantively alter the results.
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and online purchasing habits were used as covariates. The results show a significant 2way interaction between the presence of mimicry and service context (F(1, 109) = 4.061,
p<0.05, 2= 0.036). As seen in Table 4-1, in positive service encounters, people are more
satisfied with the interaction with the employee who mimicked their emoji use (MPM=
5.45) than those who did not mimic the emoji use (MPNM= 4.65; p<0.05). This supports
H1b. Additionally, in negative service encounters, there were no significant differences
between the satisfaction perceptions of employees who mimicked the emoji use and those
who did not mimic the emoji use (p>.1). Therefore, the effects of mimicry were reduced
in negative service encounters, supporting H2b.

Table 4-1 Summary Means- Study 1A
Mimicry Presence
Mimicry
Positive

Service Context

Negative

Trust
Satisfaction
Rapport
Trust
Satisfaction
Rapport

a

5.29
5.45a
5.76a
4.74
4.54
5.18

No Mimicry
4.76b
4.65b
5.12b
4.90
4.48
5.18

Note: Different letters denote a significant difference at a 0.05 level

Perceptions of customer-employee rapport. We ran a 2-way ANCOVA with
mimicry presence and service context as predictors. Preferences for contacting customer
service and online purchasing habits were used as covariates. The results show a
marginally significant 2-way interaction between the presence of mimicry and service
context (F(1, 109) = 3.868, p<0.06, 2= 0.034). As seen in Table 4-1, in positive service
encounters, people perceive higher rapport with the employee who mimicked their emoji
use (MPM= 5.76) than those who did not mimic the emoji use (MPNM= 5.12; p<0.05). This
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supports H1c. Additionally, in negative service encounters, there were no significant
differences between the rapport perceptions of employee who mimicked the emoji use
and those who did not mimic the emoji use (p>.1). Therefore, the effects of mimicry were
reduced in negative service encounters, supporting H2c.

4.3.1.5 Discussion
Study 1A showed that the simple act of mimicking a consumer’s emoji use can
increase perceptions of employee trust, customer satisfaction, and customer-employee
rapport in positive service contexts (i.e., purchasing a laptop). This supports our
theorizing that mimicry can have positive effects on service interactions and result in
better relationships between consumers and employees, who are considered
representative of the brand.
Additionally, there was no effect of mimicry in negative service contexts (i.e., an
issue with a recent purchase). Our study shows that there is no significant difference
between consumers’ perceptions of employee trust, their satisfaction with the interaction,
and their perceptions of rapport. This shows that the effects of mimicking customers’
emoji use can be mitigated in a negative service context.

4.3.2 Study 1B: Punctuation Mimicry
4.3.2.1 Design and Participants

The purpose of this study is to test hypotheses H1 and H2 using another type of
mimicry, namely punctuation (e.g., “!!!”). Study 1B adopted a 2 (Punctuation mimicry:
present vs. absent) x 2 (Service context: positive vs. negative) between-subjects design.
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One-hundred and six participants (56.3% female; MAge= 40.5) were recruited from
Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and received monetary compensation in exchange for
taking the survey.

4.3.2.2 Stimuli and Procedure
The participants were asked to imagine they are either looking to purchase a
laptop online (positive) or discuss a problem with a recent laptop purchase (negative) and
that they require assistance so they chose to start a live chat session with an employee.
The scenarios were similar to those presented in study 1A; however, the emoji was
replaced with repeated punctuation marks (i.e., “!!!”). The participants were then
presented with an image of a chat window (as in Study 1A) and asked follow-up
questions.
4.3.2.3 Measures

Participants were asked their perceptions of the employee’s trustworthiness (=
0.86), their satisfaction with the interaction (= 0.91), and their perceptions of their
rapport with the employee (= 0.91). Finally, participants were also asked about their
online purchasing habits (= 0.71) and their preferences for contacting customer service
(= 0.76), which were used as covariates. All measures were identical to study 1A.
4.3.2.4 Results

Perceptions of trust. We ran a 2-way ANCOVA with mimicry presence and
service context as predictors, and preferences for contacting customer service and online
purchasing habits as covariates. Our results revealed no significant main effects nor a
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significant interaction on perceived trust (p’s > .1). Thus, neither H1a nor H2a were
supported.

Table 4-2 Summary Means- Study 1B
Mimicry Presence

Positive

Service Context

Negative

Trust
Satisfaction
Rapport
Trust
Satisfaction
Rapport

Mimicry

No Mimicry

4.92
4.76a
5.23a
4.80
4.53
5.24

4.85
5.30b
5.81b
4.97
4.42
5.12

Note: Different letters denote a significant difference at a 0.05 level

Perceptions of customer satisfaction. We ran a 2-way ANCOVA with mimicry
presence and service context as predictors. Preferences for contacting customer service
and online purchasing habits were used as covariates. The results show a marginally
significant 2-way interaction between the presence of mimicry and service context (F(1,
99) = 3.145, p<0.08, 2= 0.031). As seen in Table 4-2, in positive service encounters,
people are less satisfied with the interaction with the employee who mimicked their
punctuation use (MPM= 4.76) than those who did not mimic the consumer’s punctuation
use (MPNM= 5.30; p<0.05). These results fail to replicate the findings with emojis (Study
1A) and are opposite of the effect predicted in H1b. However, as predicted in H2b, these
effects were mitigated in the service failure context; there were no significant differences
between satisfaction of interactions that involved mimicking the punctuation use and
those that involved no mimicry of the punctuation use (p>.1).
Perceptions of customer-employee rapport. We ran a 2-way ANCOVA with
mimicry presence and service context as predictors. Preferences for contacting customer
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service and online purchasing habits were used as covariates. The results show a
significant 2-way interaction between the presence of mimicry and service context (F(1,
99) = 3.983, p<0.05, 2= 0.042). As seen in Table 4-2, in positive service encounters,
counter to our prediction, people perceive lower rapport with the employee who
mimicked their punctuation use (MPM= 5.23) than those who did not mimic their
punctuation use (MPNM= 5.81; p<.05). The results fail to replicate study 1A and are
opposite of the effect predicted in H1c. However, in the negative service context, the
effects of mimicry were reduced, with no significant differences between the perceptions
of rapport between those who mimicked the punctuation use and those who did not
mimic the punctuation use (p>.1). This supports H2c.

4.3.2.5 Discussion

Consistent with Study 1A, Study 1B finds that the effects of mimicry are reduced
in negative service contexts (i.e., an issue with a recent purchase). We found no
significant difference between consumers’ perceptions of employee trust, their
satisfaction with the interaction, and their perceptions of rapport between employees who
mimicked consumer’s punctuation use and those who did not in the negative service
context.
However, the impact of mimicry on perceptions differed between the two studies.
In study 1A, mimicry resulted in more positive perceptions, while in the current study,
mimicry negatively impacted consumers’ perceptions. These studies differed in the type
of mimicry that was tested. In study 1A, the employee mimicked the consumer’s emoji
use, while in study 1B, the employee mimicked the consumer’s punctuation. One reason
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punctuation marks could lead to negative effects is that multiple punctuation marks can
invoke unintentional (or intentional) negative reactions such as flaming (Vandergriff
2013; Turnage 2007) and perceptions of mockery. Research shows that the use of
multiple punctuation marks in messages correlates with perceptions of flaming (Turnage
2007), which can be defined as uninhibited and aggressive communications (Landry
2000), between interactants online. In contrast, research shows that emoji (or emoticons)
can be used to mitigate perceptions of flaming (Thompsen 1996) by expressing easily
identifiable emotions (i.e., a smile expresses a positive emotion). Therefore, we expect
that perceptions of flaming will mediate the effects between punctuation mimicry and
trust, customer satisfaction, and customer-employee rapport. Furthermore, flaming
comprises multiple aspects such as rudeness, sarcasm and aggression (Turnage 2007). In
study 2, we test for the mediating effects of rudeness as an indicator of flaming. We
propose that rudeness perceptions will mediate the relationship between punctuation
mimicry and perceptions of trust, customer satisfaction and customer-employee rapport,
such that an increase in rudeness perceptions will decrease perceptions of trust, customer
satisfaction and customer-employee rapport.

H3: Perceptions of rudeness (i.e., flaming) will mediate the effects of punctuation
mimicry, such that an increase in perceived rudeness will decrease perceptions of
(a) trust, (b) customer satisfaction, and (c) customer-employee rapport.

The purpose of study 2 is twofold: (1) to replicate the results of studies 1A and 1B
using a student population, and (2) to investigate a possible explanation for the reversed
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effects of punctuation mimicry on trust, customer satisfaction and consumer-employee
rapport, by investigating the mediating effect of perceived rudeness (i.e., flaming; H3).

4.3.3 Study 2: Rudeness Perceptions
4.3.3.1 Design and Participants

Study 2 adopted a 2 (mimicry: absent vs. present) x 2 (mimicry type: emoji vs.
punctuation) between-subjects design. As our focus was on perceptions of flaming, a
neutral service context was used. One-hundred and fifty students (60.7% male; MAge=
20.4) from University of Massachusetts participated in the study in exchange for extra
credit.

4.3.3.2 Stimuli and Procedure

Participants were asked to imagine they were contacting CompiCo on their
Facebook page to ask for help regarding their order number. The participants were then
shown the following conversation:

Consumer: “I placed an order yesterday but it didn’t let me write down my
tracking number since I needed an account. Help (
CompiCo: “Sorry to hear (

OR “!!!”)

; OR “!!!”; OR No mimicry) Did you mean “order

number”? You should’ve received an email confirmation in your inbox regarding
your order.
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4.3.3.3 Measures
Participants were asked about their perceptions of the employee’s trustworthiness
(= 0.84), their satisfaction (= 0.93), and their perceived rapport with the employee
(= 0.90). These measures were identical to those used in the previous studies.
Participants were also asked their perceptions of rudeness. Perceptions of rudeness were
measured using the following two items (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree): (1)
The employee was being rude to me, and (2) the employee was offensive (r= 0.79).
Finally, participants were also asked questions about their online purchasing habits (=
0.78) and their customer service contacting preferences (= 0.80) that were used as
covariates.

4.3.3.4 Results

Perceptions of trust. We ran a 2-way ANCOVA on trust with mimicry presence
and mimicry type as predictors, and preferences for contacting customer service and
online purchasing habits as covariates. Our results indicate a significant main effect of
mimicry presence (F(1, 144)= 7.806, p <.05, 2= 0.051), with trust being lower in the
presence of mimicry (MM= 4.13) than the absence of mimicry (MNM= 4.60, p<.05).
However, this result appears to be driven by the punctuation condition. Consistent with
study 1, there was a main effect of mimicry type (F(1, 144)= 6.001, p <.05, 2= 0.040);
the interaction that involved emoji use (MEU= 4.58) was seen as more trustworthy than
the interaction that involved punctuation use (MPU= 4.16). This result appears to be
driven by the differences in the mimicry condition; emoji mimicry (MEM= 4.47) led to
higher trust than punctuation mimicry (MPM= 3.79, p<.05), however, there were no
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significant differences between the absence of mimicry condition. The interaction of
mimicry presence and mimicry type was not significant (F(1, 144)= 2.352, p>.1, 2=
0.016). However, an examination of the no mimicry condition confirms that, as found in
study 1B, punctuation mimicry (MPM= 3.79) results in lower levels of trust than no
mimicry (MPNM= 4.52). Contrary to study 1A, emoji mimicry had no impact on trust (see
Table 4-3).

Table 4-3 Summary Means -Study 2
Mimicry

Trust
Satisfaction
Rapport
Rudeness

Emoji
Punctuation
Emoji
Punctuation
Emoji
Punctuation
Emoji
Punctuation

Mimicry

No Mimicry

4.47
3.79a
4.04
3.09a
4.18a
3.16a
2.99
4.26a

4.68
4.52b
3.65
3.77b
3.66b*
3.82b
3.06
3.11b

Note: (1) Different letters denote a significant difference at a 0.05 level; (2) *
indicates a marginal significance at <0.07 level. (3) For the mimicry
condition, there is a significant difference between punctuation and emoji
mimicry in all DVs.

Perceptions of customer satisfaction. We ran a 2-way ANCOVA on customer
satisfaction with mimicry presence and mimicry type as predictors, and preferences for
contacting customer service and online purchasing habits as covariates. Our results
indicated a significant interaction effect (F(1,144)= 6.275, p<.05, 2= 0.042). As seen in
Table 4-3, participants were less satisfied with employees who mimicked their
punctuation use (MPM= 3.09) than those who did not mimic their punctuation use (MPNM=
3.77, p<.05). However, there were no differences in consumer satisfaction of employees
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who mimicked their emoji use and those who did not mimic the emoji use (p>.1). These
results are consistent with studies 1A and 1B.
Perceptions of consumer-employee rapport. We ran a 2-way ANCOVA on
rapport with mimicry presence and mimicry type as predictors, and preferences for
contacting customer service and online purchasing habits as covariates. Our results
indicated a significant interaction on perceptions of rapport (F(1,144)= 9.579, p<.05, 2=
0.062). As seen in Table 4-3, participants perceived marginally higher rapport with
employees who mimicked their emoji use (MEM= 4.18) than those who did not mimic
their emoji use (MENM= 3.66; p<.07). This supports H1c, and is consistent with study 1A.
Additionally, participants perceived lower rapport with employees who mimicked their
punctuation use (MPM= 3.16) than those who did not mimic their punctuation use (MPNM=
3.82; p<.05). This is consistent with study 1B.
Perceptions of rudeness. To test our proposed explanation for the differences in
responses to mimicry, we ran a 2-way ANCOVA with mimicry presence and mimicry
type as predictors, and preferences for contacting customer service and online purchasing
habits as covariates. Our results indicate a significant interaction effect on rudeness
(F(1,144)= 4.934, p<.05, 2= 0.033). As seen in Table 4-3, participants perceived the
employee who mimicked their punctuation use (MPM= 4.26) as ruder than those who did
not mimic the punctuation use (MPNM= 3.11; p<0.05). However, there were no significant
differences between perceptions of rudeness of employees who mimicked or did not
mimic the consumer’s emoji use (p>.1).
Further, consistent with our argument that emoji are less likely to be associated
with rudeness, we found that employees who mimicked the consumer’s emoji use (MEM=
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2.99) were perceived as less rude than those who mimicked the consumer’s punctuation
use (MPM= 4.26, p<.05).
To test if perceptions of rudeness explains the differences between mimicry type,
we ran three mediation analyses using the bootstrapping method (Preacher and Hayes
2008) using Hayes’s (2012) PROCESS macro model 4 with 5000 bootstrap samples and
95% confidence level for confidence intervals. Since we were interested in differences in
how mimicry type influences rudeness perceptions, we only used the mimicry present
conditions (i.e., mimicking emoji vs. mimicking punctuation) in the model. The results of
the mediation tests are presented in Figure 4-1.
(a) Mediation between mimicry and trust. As shown in Figure 4-1, mimicry type
was a significant predictor of rudeness perceptions (b=1.29, SE= 0.38, p<0.05), and
rudeness perceptions were a significant predictor of trustworthiness perceptions (b=-0.32,
SE= 0.07, p<0.05). While controlling for rudeness perceptions, mimicry type was a
significant predictor of trustworthiness perceptions (i.e., direct effect; b=-0.66, SE=0.25,
p<0.05), however, it became an insignificant predictor when rudeness perceptions were
considered (b=-0.24, SE= 0.24, p<.1). This indicates a theoretical full mediation. The
results indicate that the indirect effect of mimicry type (i.e., mimicking emoji vs.
mimicking punctuation) on trustworthiness perceptions through rudeness perceptions is
significant (b=-0.42, SE= 0.16, p<0.05, 95% CI = -0.78, -0.16). Finally, approximately
57% of the variance of trust was accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.57). This
supports H3a.
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Figure 4-1 Mediation Models

Model 1: Trust
1.29*
Mimicry Type

-0.32*
Rudeness Perceptions

Trust

-0.42 (-0.66*)

Estimate of indirect effect of rudeness on trust: b= -0.42, se= 0.16, CI [-0.78, -0.16]

Model 2: Customer Satisfaction
1.29*
Mimicry Type

-0.56*
Rudeness Perceptions

Customer satisfaction

-0.22 (-0.94*)

Estimate of indirect effect of rudeness on satisfaction: b=-0.72, se= 0.16, CI [-1.23, -0.29]

Model 3: Consumer-employee Rapport
1.29*
Mimicry Type

-0.60*
Rudeness Perceptions

Customer-employee
rapport

-0.25 (-1.02*)

Estimate of indirect effect of rudeness on customer-employee rapport: b=-0.78, se = 0.26, CI [-1.31, -0.29]

Note: (1) Emoji mimicry is the reference group. (2) * indicates a significance at p<0.05; (3) the superscript indicates a marginal
significance at <0.08; and (4) All estimates are 95% CI for 5,000 sample bootstrap; (5) numbers in parentheses are coefficients
for direct effect when controlling for mediator.

(b) Mediation between mimicry and satisfaction. As shown in Figure 4-1,
mimicry type was a significant predictor of rudeness perceptions (b=1.29, SE= 0.38,
p<0.05), and rudeness perceptions were a significant predictor of customer satisfaction
(b=-0.56, SE= 0.08, p<0.05). While controlling for rudeness perceptions, mimicry type

121

was a significant predictor of customer satisfaction (i.e., direct effect; b=-0.94, SE=0.33,
p<0.05), however, it was no longer a predictor when rudeness perceptions was considered
(b=-0.22, SE= 0.27, p>.1). This indicates a theoretical full mediation. The results indicate
that the indirect effect of mimicry type on customer satisfaction through rudeness
perceptions is significant (b=-0.72, SE= 0.16, p<0.05, 95% CI = -1.23, -0.29). Finally,
approximately 70% of the variance of satisfaction was accounted for by the predictors
(R2= 0.70). This supports H3b.
(b) Mediation between mimicry and consumer-employee rapport. As shown in
Figure 4-1, mimicry type was a significant predictor of rudeness perceptions (b=1.29,
SE= 0.38, p<0.05), and rudeness perceptions was a significant predictor of consumeremployee rapport (b=-0.60, SE= 0.07, p<0.05). While controlling for rudeness
perceptions, mimicry type was a significant predictor of consumer-employee rapport (i.e.,
direct effect; b=-1.02, SE=0.31, p<0.05), however, it was no longer a predictor when
rudeness perceptions was considered (b=-0.25, SE= 0.22, p>.1). This indicates a
theoretical full mediation. The results indicate that the indirect effect of mimicry type on
consumer-employee rapport through rudeness perceptions is significant (b=-0.78, SE=
0.26, p<.05, 95% CI = -1.31, -0.29). Finally, approximately 79% of the variance of
rapport was accounted for by the predictors (R2= 0.79). This supports H3c.

4.3.3.5 Discussion

The purpose of study 2 was twofold: (1) to replicate the results from study 1A and
1B using a student population, and (2) to understand the underlying mechanism that
would explain the negative consequences when mimicking punctuation marks. Our
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results indicate that mimicking emoji only significantly increased perceptions of rapport,
however, did not have any effects on trust or satisfaction. There are two possible
explanations for why results were weaker in this study compared to study 1A. First, the
service context of our stimuli was neutral, therefore, the effects of emoji mimicry might
have been mitigated (as opposed a positive service context). Another possible explanation
is the characteristics of our sample which consisted of college-aged participants3. Studies
show that people of different generational cohorts develop trust in dissimilar manners
(Cho and Hu 2009), so it is possible that post-millennials (i.e., Generation Z; those born
mid 1990s to early 2000s) value different aspects when developing trust with a certain
brand, and their perceptions of trust are unaffected by the acts of emoji mimicry.
Additionally, post-millennials are heavy users of emoji and are accustomed to sending
and receiving them; therefore, although mimicking emoji might increase positive feelings
about an interaction, it is unlikely to change a fundamental facet such as trust. This
hypothesis could be tested in future research.
Our results also show that mimicking the consumers’ punctuation use will reduce
perceptions of customer satisfaction and rapport. This contradicted our initial hypotheses,
however, replicated the results of study 1B. Our results also indicate that trust is reduced
when customer service providers mimic their consumers’ punctuation use. Although the
effect of mimicry on trust was insignificant in study 1B, the current result falls in line
with the effects of mimicry on other DVs in this study.

3

Number of participants ages 18-22 (i.e., Gen Z): (a) Study 1A: 0.9% (b) Study 1B: 3.9%, Study 2: 98%
(the remaining 2% were 23 years old).
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Our study also provides evidence to explain why mimicry of punctuation marks
has negative consequences. Our results show that perceptions of rudeness (i.e., flaming)
mediates the effects of mimicry and our measures (i.e., trust, satisfaction and rapport).
Therefore, mimicking the consumers’ punctuation use (in comparison to mimicking
emoji use) was perceived as rude, which in turn reduced the consumers’ perceptions of
trust, interaction satisfaction and consumer-employee rapport. This supports theory that
states that the use of multiple punctuation marks in messages correlates with perceptions
of flaming between interactants online (Turnage 2007), therefore, resulting in negative
consequences for the interactants.

4.4 General Discussion
The marketing literature has recognized the importance of employees’ influences
on customers during encounters (e.g. De Chernatony and Segal-Horn 2001; Denby-Jones
1995; Hartline et al. 2000). Research shows that companies can create a competitive edge
by providing an excellent service delivery process (Grönroos 2001). Additionally, the
way customers feel about the employee may often determine whether they form positive
behavioral responses towards the employee and the company (Wong 2004). However, as
these encounters shift online, it’s becoming more difficult to manage these interactions as
a lot of the cues customers use to form impressions are unavailable. Social presence
theory (Short, Williams, Christie 1976) and cues-filtered-out approach theory (Culnan
and Markus 1987) argue that the absence of these cues can create an impersonal and cold
medium of communication (Rice and Love 1987; Culnan and Markus 1987; Sproull and
Kiesler 1986) where it would be difficult to establish positive relationships (e.g.,
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Cummings, Butler and Kraut 2002; Haythornthwaite 2002). Most importantly, the
absence of these cues can decrease the level of trust established between the consumer
and the brand, customer satisfaction and the level of consumer-employee rapport, all of
which are very important in developing strong brand-consumer relationships (Dewitt and
Brandy 2003; Gremler and Gwinner 2000; Spekman 1988; Tax, Brown and
Chandrashekaran 1998). SIP challenged the previous view and states that users adapt to
the medium and utilize whatever communication cues they have to form impressions and
develop relationships (Walther 2008; Walther, Anderson and Park 1994; Walther and
Burgoon 1992; Walther et al. 2005). The theory argues that these cues can be structural
or stylistic (for a review, see Walther and Parks 2002).
Our research investigated two types of nonverbal mimicry online, namely emoji
and punctuation marks, in two different service contexts, namely negative and positive.
Generally, our research suggests that there is an impact of mimicry in online
communications in positive service contexts (e.g., purchasing a computer) but not in
negative service contexts (e.g., discussing an issue with a recent purchase). Our results
also show that although emoji mimicry had a positive effect on trust, customer
satisfaction and consumer-employee rapport, mimicking consumer’s punctuation use can
result in a negative effect. This negative impact appears to be due to perceptions of
rudeness (i.e., flaming).

4.4.1 Theoretical and Managerial Implications

Our research offers several major theoretical contributions. Firstly, basing our
research on SIP, we extend the literature on mimicry by showing the effects of mimicry
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of nonverbal cues on interactions online, specifically consumer-brand interactions. Our
research shows that not all glittering mimicry is gold, therefore, expanding the literature
on the moderating effects of online mimicry type. We also expand the mimicry literature
by showing a possible mechanism to the negative effects of punctuation mimicry,
perceptions of rudeness (i.e., flaming).
Secondly, despite the significance of trust in building customer-brand
relationships, very few studies examined the behaviors that build or deplete trust
(Sirdeshmukh, Singh and Sabol 2002). Instead, many of the studies focused on the
outcomes of trust on the brand (Garbarino and Johnson 1999; Tax, Brown, and
Chandrashekaran 1998). Furthermore, seldom have studies on trust addressed building
consumer trust online. Through this research, we fill that gap by showing that online
mimicry can be a double-edged sword, depending on the mimicry type. Additionally, we
expand the research done by Scissors et al. (2008, 2009) by establishing a cause and
effect relationship between online mimicry and trust. Lastly, we expand the literature on
consumer-brand relationships by showing how mimicry affects perceptions of trust,
customer satisfaction, and consumer-employee rapport, which are basic building blocks
in fostering strong consumer-brand relationships (e.g., Morgan and Hunt 1994; Berry
1996; Anderson and Narus 1990; Gladstein 1984; DeWitt and Brady 2003; Gremler and
Gwinner 2000).
Our research has managerial implications as well. Research has showed that the
presence of positive or negative nonverbal cues during an interaction is influential in the
formation of trust, even more so than the buyer’s predisposition to trust (Wood, Boles
and Babin 2008). Therefore, it appears that achieving a positive interaction that could
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establish trust is in the hand of the service employee. By increasing the amount of
positive nonverbal cues during an interaction the employee can increase the probability
the consumer will consider them in the future.
It would also be useful to managers to incorporate this simple mimicry technique
to increase customer trust, satisfaction and rapport. However, it is also important that
managers understand the differences between the type of online mimicry. For example,
managers might advise their employees to mimic the consumer’s emoji use in the
conversation, but advise against mimicking the consumer’s punctuation use, as that might
be considered rude and can result in undesirable communication outcomes. By
understanding the effects of mimicry and the appropriate times to incorporate it,
managers can successfully manage their consumer-employee interactions. Managers can
work on reinforcing the importance of good communication and provide training targeted
at improving communication in an environment where warmth, personability, and affinity
can be lost.

4.4.1.1 Future research

Our research investigated only two types of mimicry, however, there are many
paralinguistic elements that are involved in CMC, such as word stressing (e.g., “PLEASE
help”), alternates (e.g., “sigh”), among others (for full list see Luangrath, Peck and
Barger 2016). Future research should investigate difference in mimicking these different
paralinguistic elements. Additionally, our studies investigated the effects of mimicking
the consumers once; future research should investigate the effects of multiple mimicry
attempts in a single interaction. Would multiple mimicry attempts of emoji, for example,
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be seen as disingenuous, therefore, resulting in negative interaction outcomes? Would
multiple mimicry attempts cause the consumers to feel that the employee is trying too
hard to satisfy them, therefore, causing feelings of uneasiness, or feelings of employee
deception?
Another avenue for future research is the placement of the mimicry. Would
mimicking the consumer at the beginning of the interaction result in different or stronger
interaction outcomes than mimicking consumers at the end of the interaction? Lastly, it is
possible that there are some generational differences in how mimicking emoji or
punctuation affects perceptions of trust. Mimicking emoji may have a reduced effect on
post-millennials’ perceptions of brand trust and satisfaction, however, mimicking
punctuation use has a devastating effect on post-millennials’ perceptions of brand trust.
This and other generational differences should be further explored in future studies.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Research has indicated that nonverbal cues play a significant role in human
communication (Burgoon 1994; Mahrabian 1971) as they play a critical role in
establishing socially meaningful outcomes in all types of relationships (Giles and Le
Poire 2006). It is especially important in the establishment, maintenance and dissolution
of relationships (Gottman, Markman and Notarius 1977; Noller 1984; Nowicki and Duke
2001). Even in environments where nonverbal cues lack, such as computer-mediated
communications (CMC), people have found a way to adapt and utilize whatever cues are
available as substitutes for nonverbal cues (Walther 2008; Walther, Anderson and Park
1994; Walther and Burgoon 1992; Walther et al. 2005).
The importance of nonverbal cues in marketing stems from the
anthropomorphization of brands. As brands develop human-like characteristics (Aaker
1997), consumers have begun to hold the brands to social norms, and the level of
adherence to these norms affects consumer-brand relationships (e.g., Aggarwal 2004;
Aggarwal and Law 2005; Aggarwal and Zhang 2006; Esch, Langer, Schmitt and Geus
2006; Foo, Douglas and Jack 2008; Fournier 1998; Johnson and Grimm 2010; Mathwick
2002). As consumers interact with these brands, they rely heavily on the information
provided by the visible cues, such as nonverbal cues, that brands display to minimize
uncertainty, according to uncertainty reduction theory (Berger and Calabrese 1975;
Clatterbuck 1979; Infante, Rancer, and Womack 1997).
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The main purpose of this dissertation is to understand the effects of nonverbal
cues on impressions of the brand in both FTFC and CMC environments. Although
nonverbal cues are shown to be very important in interpersonal exchanges (Argyle,
Alkema and Gilmour 1971; Argyle et al. 1970; Burgoon 1994), very little research in
marketing has focused on the effects of nonverbal cues on brands (Naylor 2007) and even
less research has focused on those effects in CMC environments.

5.1 Theoretical and Managerial Implications

Our first essay focuses on the effects of nonverbal cues in face-to-face
communications. Specifically, we aimed to understand the effects of employees’ speech
rate on impressions of the employee and the brand associated with the employee.
Perceptions of frontline employees is important in service encounters as it assists in
forming impressions of the brand’s personality (Aaker 1997; Berry 2000; Sirianni et al.
2013). We focus our attention on speech rate because of its important role in forming
attitudes towards the speaker (i.e., employee; Miller et al. 1976; Mehrabian 1972; Smith
and Shaffer 1995). We expand on the brand literature by investigating the effects of
speech rate on perceptions of the employee’s and brand’s personality. We expand the
notion of branded service encounters (Sirianni et al. 2013) to include the nonverbal
characteristics of the frontline employee and take it beyond the employee’s behavior to
include speech rate, a nonverbal cue. Additionally, we answer a call by Dahl (2010) that
requests research involving the connection between voice characteristics and the
spokesman’s personality. Additionally, he calls for research that connects voice
characteristics, audience perceptions, and the formation of brand impressions.
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In this first essay, we also expand the literature on brand personality to show a
potential process of how brand personality is created in the minds of the consumers. We
show that in service encounters, consumers associate the aspect of the frontline employee
with the personality of the brand the employee represents. Hence, if consumers perceive
an employee to be competent, for example, consumers will also perceive the brand that
the employee represents to be competent as well. We examine the effects of employee
speech rate on personality perceptions. Across four studies we show that participants
generally preferred frontline employees who speak in a fast or normal speech rate to
those who speak in a slow speech rate, and participants associated positive personality
traits with faster speaking employees. Also, mediation tests show a spillover effect
between the perceptions of the frontline employee’s personality and the formation of the
brand personality. Therefore, we empirically show that perceived personality of the
frontline employee “spills over” to create the perceived personality of the brand. This
spillover links only certain employee characteristics to certain brand characteristics. For
example, studies 1A, 1B and 2, all show that the perception of the employee’s
competence and sincerity affect the perception of the brand’s competence and sincerity.
However, the perception of the brand’s sophistication is only affected by the perception
of the employee’s sophistication. Study 3 shows that only agreeableness and
conscientiousness are strongly linked to dimensions of brand personality. This is
particularly important as organizations strive to communicate company-based brand
image.
In essays 2 and 3, we shift to examining consumer-brand communications in
CMC. Brands are increasingly moving to online platforms for communication with 80%
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of businesses having Facebook pages, 82% active on Twitter, 60% engaging on
YouTube, and 33% having a Google+ profile (Yesmail 2015). However, little is known
about these CMC communications and how brands can improve their use of them.
Additionally, consumers are moving more to engaging brands online when it comes to
customer support (George 2015; Graham 2013; JD Power 2013, Leary 2014). However,
as discussed earlier, CMC imposes obstacles in communication due to the lack of
nonverbal cues. In CMC, the lack of nonverbal cues can create an impersonal and cold
medium of communication, which might cause consumers to view the brand negatively.
The purpose of these two essays is to examine ways to mitigate the absence of nonverbal
cues and provide ways to understand consumers’ perceptions of brands on CMC. For
both essays, we bring in social information processing theory (SIP; Walther 2008;
Walther, Anderson and Park 1994; Walther and Burgoon 1992; Walther et al. 2005) and
social response theory (Moon 2000; Moon 2003; Nass and Moon 2000) as a basis to
explain how technology, which includes social media and live chats, can be seen as social
agents. We show that social media and live chats, or CMC in general, can be seen as
representatives of the brand. Therefore, correctly utilizing these channels can enable them
to become powerful mediums for building brand meaning.
The findings from essays two and three improve marketers’ understanding of
consumer-brand interactions online. Additionally, these two essays provide ways of
establishing trust online. The process of creating trust, which is essential in consumerbrand long-term relationships, hasn’t been given the attention that it needs. Many
researchers have focused on the outcomes of perceived trust, such as loyalty and
cooperation (Garbarino and Johnson 1999; Tax, Brown and Chandrashekaran 1998) and
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not the brand’s practices and/or behaviors that build or deplete trust (Sirdeshmukh, Singh
and Sabol 2002). We provide two behaviors that might affect perceived trust in online
consumer-brand relationships, namely the use of emoji (essay 2/chapter 3), and mimicry
of nonverbal cues, such as emoji and punctuation (essay 3/chapter 4).
Essay two (Chapter 3) examined how emoji, which are two-dimensional
pictograms, can work as a substitute for nonverbal cues. With emoji use by marketers
going up 777% in 2015 (Tao 2016) it becomes important to understand emoji as a
communication tool. We divide emoji into three major categories: (1) High-level
emotional emoji, which are defined as those that communicate intimacy, love, or a high
degree of closeness with the receiver; (2) Low-level emotional emoji, which are defined
as those that indicate positive or negative affect but do not imply or communicate a level
of closeness with the receiver; and finally, (3) Functional emoji, which are defined as
those that do not communicate specific feelings, but rather represent objects or concepts.
Essay 2 provides several theoretical contributions. First, we advance marketing
theory’s understanding of emoji as an emotional vehicle and a substitution of nonverbal
cues in a bare environment (i.e., computer mediated communications (CMC)). We
examine the use of emoji in two types of relationships, namely exchange and communal.
Our results show the effects of emoji use on trust and sincerity are dependent on the
relationship type. Generally, in communal relationships, the use of emoji increases
perceptions of brand trust and sincerity; however, it decreases perceptions of brand trust
and sincerity in exchange relationships. Although the presence or absence of emoji in the
consumer-brand communication affects perceptions of brand trust and sincerity, the level
of the emoji’s emotional content did not.
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Another theoretical contribution of essay 2 is expanding the research on
establishers of strong consumer-brands relationships online by showing that the correct
use of emoji can help build consumer trust and perceptions of brand sincerity, both
precursors to strong long-term relationships.
Essay three (Chapter 4) extends the literature on mimicry by showing that
mimicry of nonverbal cues can have the same effects in CMC as they do in FTFC. We
extend the literature on mimicry by showing the effects of mimicry of nonverbal cues on
interactions online, specifically consumer-brand interactions. Our research shows that not
all mimicry results in positive outcomes, therefore, expanding the literature on the
moderating effects of online mimicry type. We also expand the mimicry literature by
identifying a possible explanation for the negative effects of punctuation mimicry:
perceptions of rudeness (i.e., flaming). Additionally, we expand the literature done by
Scissors et al. (2008, 2009) by establishing a cause and effect relationship between online
mimicry and trust. Lastly, we expand the literature on consumer-brand relationships by
showing how mimicry affects perceptions of trust, customer satisfaction, and consumeremployee rapport, which are basic building blocks in fostering strong consumer-brand
relationships (e.g., Morgan and Hunt 1994; Berry 1996; Anderson and Narus 1990;
Gladstein 1984; DeWitt and Brady 2003; Gremler and Gwinner 2000).
The general purpose of this dissertation is to explore the effects of nonverbal
communication on consumer-brand interactions. Research shows that nonverbal
communication is essential in various aspects of human’s social life especially in aspects
of meaning acquisition (Birdwhistell 1970), interactions in relational communications
(Burgoon and Le Poire 1999), emotional expressions (Boone and Buck 2003), and
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impression management (Xin 2004). Across three essays, we learn about the effects of
nonverbal cues in online and offline environments on establishing brand-consumer longterm relationships. We show that nonverbal cues are important in managing impressions
of the brand’s personality, customer-employee rapport, and establishing trust, all of
which are important in creating a strong brand image. Our research shows that even
trivial behaviors (e.g., the use of a high-level emotional emoji in an exchange interaction)
or characteristics (i.e., speech rate) that might be overlooked and considered insignificant
can impact how consumers view and interact with the brand. We suggest that managers
deliberately design their employees’ nonverbal cues and behaviors to successfully
manage brand-consumer interactions, whether these interactions are face-to-face or
computer-mediated. For example, from the results of essay 1(chapter 2), managers can
train their employee to speak at a slightly faster rate than normal or they might consider
hiring naturally fast speakers to create and manage their brand’s personality.
Additionally, from the results of essay 2 (chapter 3) and essay 3 (chapter 4) managers can
train their employees on managing consumer interactions online by instructing the
employees on how and when to use digital communication tactics that substitute for
nonverbal cues such as emoji and mimicry to create an enjoyable and smooth online
communication with consumers.

5.2 Future Research

Our research examined nonverbal cues in isolation, future research should
examine interactions between nonverbal cues. For example, research should examine
interactions between auditory, visual, haptic and olfactory nonverbal cues. Further, future
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research should examine if there is a hierarchical structure to these cues. In other words,
in multisensory world, which sense (i.e., sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch) dominates
perception formation?
Future research should also examine cross-cultural differences in the perceptions
and comprehension of nonverbal cues. Across the United States, there is a consensus on
the meaning of most nonverbal cues. However, a nonverbal cue that is appropriate in the
United States and might communicate a positive emotion (e.g., the OK sign) can be
viewed as vulgar and unacceptable in other countries. Therefore, future research should
examine the differences and how to mitigate the negative effects of the differences in the
interpretation of the nonverbal cues across cultures.
Lastly, with the increased adoption of technology such as holograms and artificial
intelligence agents, research should examine the differences in people’s reception,
interpretation and acceptance of technology based nonverbal cues. Would people
attribute less importance on technology based nonverbal cues in comparison to humanbased nonverbal cues?
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APPENDIX A
RELATIONSHIP SCENARIOS

Communal and Exchange Relationship Scenarios
Exchange Relationship Scenario. You have been frequenting Premium Cup
Café for the last five years. You frequently drink their coffee and have been very
happy with their efficiency, level of customer service and the quality of their coffee.
The baristas are able to get your order ready quite quickly and their prices are
affordable. You go to Premium Cup Café because they are on your way to work and
they open quite early. They also have a frequent-buyer rewards card in which they
send you rewards every 10 coffee purchases and on your birthday. Whenever you
visit, the baristas treat you respectfully, suggest new coffee flavors that they recently
added and respect your time. Overall, your experience with Premium Cup Café has
been excellent.
Communal Relationship Scenario Description. You have been frequenting
Premium Cup Café for the last five years. You frequently drink their coffee and have
been very happy with their level of customer service and the quality of their coffee.
When you first started your job, you walked into Premium Cup Café to get your first
morning coffee. You still remember how thrilled you were to tell the baristas about
your job as they prepared your coffee. You associate the café with positive feelings as
you often visit the café whenever you feel like celebrating a work related achievement.
The café has treated you well, and over the past five years, whenever you visit the café
you have a very pleasant and warm interaction. They seem to take a personal interest
in you, and sing you happy birthday every year for your birthday. Overall, your
experience with Premium Cup Café has been memorable.
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APPENDIX B
EMOJI PRETEST RESULTS
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